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Social media influencers (SMls) hold a major status in influencer marketing. In addition to
the commercial context, SMI’s influencing abilities are utilized to promote societal causes.
This research aims to explore SMIs’ perception of their role in political discussions, identify
SMIs’ stakeholders, their salience as well as impact in SMIs’ participation in political
discussions. This research utilizes stakeholder theory and stakeholder salience factors as
theoretical framework.

This data for this qualitative study was collected with semi-structural interviews held for 17
SMIs operating within Finnish influencer marketing industry and data was analysed with
thematic analysis. The empirical findings show that the role of SMI in political context is
complex, and it varies depending on SMI and how they perceive their stakeholders’ impact.
The stakeholder map around SMI in the political context was able to be built while finding
out that audience is perceived as the most salient, whereas SMI’s close circle was found as
a new stakeholder. SMIs balance between the expectations and the responsibilities they
experience when it comes to participating in political discussions and when differing with
their stakeholders’ perceptions, it might cause conflicts and lead to SMIs changing how they
participate in political discussions.
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Sosiaalisen median vaikuttajilla on vahva asema vaikuttajamarkkinoinnissa. Kaupallisen
toiminnan lisdksi heiddn vaikutuskykydin voidaan hyodyntdd yhteiskunnallisten aiheiden
tukemiseen. Tami tutkimus pyrkii tarkastelemaan vaikuttajien késitystd roolistaan
yhteiskunnallisissa keskusteluissa sekd tunnistamaan heidédn sidosryhminsi ja niiden koettu
merkityksellisyys. Lisdksi tutkitaan sidosryhmien vaikutusta vaikuttajien yhteiskunnalliseen
keskusteluun  osallistumiseen.  Tutkimus  kédyttdd teoreettisena  viitekehyksend
sidosryhmadteoriaa ja sidosryhmén merkityksellisyystekijoit.

Tédmidn laadullisen tutkimuksen aineisto keréttiin puolistrukturoiduilla haastatteluilla 17
vaikuttajalta suomalaisesta vaikuttajamarkkinointikentistd ja analysoitiin hyddyntien
temaattista analyysia. Tulokset osoittivat vaikuttajien kokevan roolinsa monimutkaiseksi
yhteiskunnallisessa kontekstissa, johon wvaikuttivat vaihtelevat kokemukset omista
sidosryhmistiddn ja heiddn vaikutuskyvystddn. Tulosten avulla muodostettiin vaikuttajan
sidosryhmaikartta, jossa yleisod pidettiin merkityksellisimpana ja l&hipiiri 16ydettiin uutena
sidosryhmana. Vaikuttajat ~ tasapainottelevat  yhteiskunnalliseen  keskusteluun
osallistumiseen liittyvien odotusten ja vastuiden vililld, jotka voivat aiheuttaa konflikteja
erotessaan sidosryhmien késityksestd vaikuttajien vastuusta ja hethin kohdistetuista
odotuksista. Tdméa voi johtaa muutoksiin yhteiskunnallisiin keskusteluihin osallistumisessa.
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1. Introduction

Social media influencers (SMIs) are often seen as commercial entities, who receive
compensation from advertising companies on their own social media channels (Martinez-
Lopez, Anaya-Sanchez, Ferndndez Giordano & Lopez-Lopez 2020; Borchers 2023;
Suuronen, Reinikainen, Borchers & Strandberg 2022). In addition to the commercial content,
SMIs tend to share content about their private lives to maintain authenticity and trust
(Reinikainen, Munnukka, Maity & Luoma-aho 2020). Therefore, their role can be
considered increasingly wider, beyond being an intermediary for achieving brands’
marketing objectives. Currently, there are a lot of societally and politically relevant topics
related to for instance world politics (Woolley 2022), global health (Pyry, Reinikainen &
Luoma-Aho 2022), climate, and gender equality (Peter & Muth 2023) which have been

raised to discussion among SMIs.

SMIs can reach wide audiences easily through their major following and they are considered
as opinion leaders who are able to change the opinions of people around them (Cheng, Chen,
Peng & Shoenberger 2024). The most active social media users in Finland are 15-24-year-
old women, where 85 % of them use social media several times a day or even constantly
(Statistics Finland 2022). This could indicate that Finnish youth is exposed to SMI’s content.
If the information shared is considered interesting or useful by the audience, SMIs are often
perceived as opinion leaders due to their position in the network (Farivar, Wang & Yuan
2021). Therefore, being a SMI comes with power and responsibilities when sharing

information.

Although SMI is often an individual, or a group of people, there are certain entities operating
around SMI, including for instance followers, other SMIs and companies, who have an
ability to influence SMIs’ operations by voicing out their expectations to them (Hudders &
Lou 2023). This could indicate that SMIs content might be shaped according to the
expectations of their stakeholders. This thesis aims to dive deeper into SMIs’ own perception
of their role in the political discussion on social media, how they perceive their own
stakeholders, and what is the stakeholders’ impact on shaping the political discussion SMI

participates in.
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1.1. Background of this research

SMI’s hold a major status in companies’ marketing activities. In 2023, the market value of
global influencer marketing industry was stated to be around 21.1 billion U.S. dollars, and
the market value has tripled from the year 2019. Currently, utilizing social media influencers
as intermediaries for companies’ marketing activities online is seen to be one of the most
effective ways for brands to do online marketing. (Statista 2024a) SMIs have established a
significant number of followers which they are able to influence, and similarly provide value
to organizations and their stakeholders by creating and publishing content as well as
interacting with their followers (Enke & Borchers 2019). The market value of influencer
marketing industry in Finland was 56,1 million euros in 2023 which is equivalent to around
58,8 million U.S. dollars, increased by 7 % compared to previous year. The significance of
digital advertising is increasing whereas advertising through traditional media is decreasing.
(IAB Finland 2024) In Finland, both the companies using influencer marketing as well as
the professional influencers participating are both operating under Consumer Protection Act.
It ensures that the consumer is aware of the commercial operations between these two

entities. (Finnish Competition and Consumer Authority 2019)

Over third of Finnish 15 to 19-year-olds are only minimally interested in news and use social
media over traditional media to come across news often incidentally and through an
intermediary (Sormanen, Rantala, Lonkila & Wilska 2022). One of these intermediaries
could be SMIs, since previous research shows that over 90 % of Finnish influencers have
talked about lifestyle based political topics on their social media channels, including topics
related to the surrounding society which are somehow related to the everyday lives of people
(Suuronen et al. 2022). It is stated that SMIs discussing political topics either by themselves
or as an intermediary for a political actor, in a way that is understandable and mundane, can
increase the political efficacy of young people in addition to the accessibility of political
information (Harff & Schmuck 2023). Political efficacy refers to the trust of one’s own
abilities to participate in politics and government acting accordingly, which, in general, is
low among Finnish people. There is a phenomenon called Finnish Paradox which means that
people perceive their political efficacy as low, although they highly trust in government and
democracy. (OECD 2021) Finnish people would find it more pleasing to join political

discussion online addressing mundane topics in light fashion compared to participating in
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traditional politics in person. It is important to develop ways that people feel like their voices
are heard in the society. It is common that people crave the ability to react faster and the

feeling that their participation matters. (Jimsén, Kaartinen, Westinen & Turja 2022)

In addition to increasing the political efficacy of youth, SMIs taking part in political
discussions can often cause mixed emotions among its audience, just like those topics divide
people in politics. The fear of negative comments and the general uncertainty about the
audience’s response are the main reasons why SMIs decide to stay out of political discussion
online (Suuronen et al. 2022). The negative comments can often turn into online harassment,
which SMIs are experiencing even on a daily or weekly basis. The audience has a major
power over what SMI decides to share, whether the topic is commercial or political: research
shows that over 50 % of SMIs have opted out from company collaborations or canceled
further projects due to online harassment to ensure the future for their career. (Valenzuela-
Garcia, Maldonado-Guzman, Garcia-Pérez & Del-Real 2023) Survey made regarding
Finnish influencers shows that almost 90 % of SMIs have faced cyberbullying and many of

them have thought about quitting their career as SMI due to the harassment (Mieli ry. 2023).

Social media has also been used to spread information to manipulate public opinion. Social
media is full of existing biases, which can be harnessed for instance to cater to the needs of
certain political orientation or a major technology corporation behind the platform (Woolley
2022). For instance, Meta decided to discontinue its fact-checking programs, even though
misinformation on their social media platform Facebook has seen to provoke confrontations
around the world. That makes other social media users responsible for reporting false
information which might not always be easy to recognize. (Hallamaa 2025) False
information spread unintentionally can be called misinformation whereas intentionally
spread false information is disinformation (Harff, Bollen & Schmuck 2022). Spreading
information on social media or changes happening in the platforms, do not only stay within
the borders of one country and it can have surprisingly wide effects all over the world

(Hallamaa 2025).

When it comes to entities operating around a commercial actor, stakeholder theory aims to
explain the structure of the network of stakeholders around an organization and presents that
the organization must operate in a way that not only maximizes the value for shareholders,
but also benefit its stakeholders. Since stakeholder theory can be utilized to leader-follower

relationships (Freeman, Harrison & Wicks 2007, 135-139) and SMI is a personal brand with
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opinion leadership status (Casald, Flavian & Ibafiez-Sanchez 2020) where their followers
act as capital (Leung, Gu & Palmatier 2022), stakeholder theory could be possible to utilize
this theory for influencer marketing. Their role differs from traditional organization since
the line between SMI’s commercial and personal side can be faint in the eyes of their
stakeholders, which highlights the importance of studying them with stakeholder theory as

entities with commercial operations.

Differing demands among various stakeholder groups require different responses to build
the relationship, solve possible conflicts and maintain ethicality (Freeman et al. 2007, 50).
This is not always easy and SMIs can face difficulties in balancing the expectations and
demands of their stakeholders (Grguri¢ Cop, Culiberg & First Komen 2024), although the
company is responsible for all their actions towards their stakeholder (Freeman et al 2007,
15). Stakeholder salience factors, including power, legitimacy and urgency are used in this
thesis to help to determine how salient the stakeholders are seen by the organization and how

important their expectations are seen to be fulfilled (Mitchell, Agle & Wood 1997).

SMI has a dual role as commercial and societal entity, with major power to influence their
audience. According to stakeholder theory, in addition to SMIs having the ability to
influence their stakeholders with their operations, stakeholders are also able to state their
expectations to the SMI, which SMI may or may not fulfill whether they see it as important
for them and their operations. Therefore, it can be said that it is common in modern media
environment, that the line between an influencer and the one being influenced is not always

straightforward (Sitra 2025).

SMIs also have responsibility as opinion leaders to thoroughly consider which issues they
discuss, since as opinion leaders, spreading subjective information or information without
factchecking can have detrimental results to SMI’s future career and simultaneously pose its
stakeholders at reputational risk. Therefore, it is crucial to consider which entities SMIs
perceive to be able to shape the political talk they initiate on social media. It is important to
study how their stakeholders affect which political topics are discussed and how they are
discussed, since that can have a major impact on what issues gain visibility on today’s media
environment. This phenomenon is complex, having multiple variables and outcomes. This
thesis aims to dive deeper into SMIs position in the political discussion and their own

perception of it, in addition to analysing what influences influencers.
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1.2. Research objective and questions

The aim of this research is to discuss the role of social media influencer in society, more
precisely in political discussion made online. It will be studied utilizing stakeholder theory
and stakeholder salience factors. The aim is to build a map of relationships around SMI and
see who they perceive as their stakeholders and how salient their expectations are when it
comes to the context of participating in political discussions. The aim is to find out how
political discussion moves through the map of stakeholders, while considering the main idea
of stakeholder theory where SMI aims to fulfill its stakeholders’ expectations. Stakeholder
salience factors help to understand which stakeholders SMIs consider more when it comes
to the created content. Lastly, the stakeholders’ impact and concrete ways how they are
perceived to be able to influence SMI’s political content is studied. In conclusion, the aim is
to find out who influences SMIs and in which ways as well as how SMIs perceive their own
dual position as commercial and societal actors in today’s world where people not only
follow SMIs for entertainment and consuming tips but consciously or unconsciously stay on

top of topical issues.
The research questions are as follows:
RQ1: How do SMIs perceive their role in the political discussion?

Sub-RQ1: What are SMI’s stakeholder groups and how their salience is perceived by SMI

regarding political discussions?
Sub-RQ2: How SMI'’s stakeholders influence SMI’s participation in political discussion?

This research topic is backed up by various previous literature, and the main literature used
for this thesis can be found from Appendix 1. Arnesson (2023) states that it would be
important to understand the significance of SMIs to society as an intermediary for social
media users or followers to get involved in everyday politics. Suuronen et al. (2022)
recommends studying the state of the public response when SMI does participate in political
or societal discussions. Two possible outcomes would be important to note — the
empowering influence of SMIs to develop healthy political discussion and the discouraging
influence of social media users to start harassing based on disagreeing opinions. These

articles indicate the role of SMI in society and the reactions they are able to provoke.
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Grguri¢ Cop et al. (2024) discusses the importance of studying the role between society and
SMI and the moral dilemmas in between, for instance including SMIs’ difficulties in
balancing the expectations and demands of their stakeholders. Recent literature also states
that it is important to understand the mutual relationship between SMI and its followers,
where followers play an active role in influencer industry by communicating their demands
and shaping SMI’s way of communicating (Libai, Rosario, Beichert, Donkers, Haenlein,
Hofstetter, Kannan, van der Lans, Lanz, Li, Mayzlin, Muller, Shapira, Yang & Zhang 2025).
That perspective adds to the existing literature of more one-sided focus of parasocial
relationship between follower and SMI (Reinikainen et al. 2020) by highlighting the major

influence and power external entities have over SMI’s actions.

The significance of SMI’s wide stakeholder network is highlighted in multiple recently
published studies utilizing for instance role theory (Grguri¢ Cop et al. 2024), assemblage
theory (Duffek, Eisingerich, Merlo & Lee 2025) and the concept of value chains (Libai et
al. 2025). In addition, the extending position of SMIs as both commercial and political
content creators has been researched previously (Suuronen et al. 2022; Arnesson 2023; Harf
& Schmuck 2023). However, there is still room for researching the significance of
stakeholders when it comes to SMIs taking part in political discussion online. This research
uses well-known stakeholder theory originally created by Freeman (1984) and adapts it to a
modern phenomenon of influencer marketing and social media influencers. Especially
secondary stakeholders and their influencing opportunities have gone overlooked in recent
research regarding corporations, but in the age of internet and social media, their role grows
to be increasingly significant (Jurgens, Berthon, Edelman & Pitt 2016). As the name
suggests, SMIs main operational environment is in social media and therefore their

stakeholder relationships should be emphasized in the current research.

By utilizing stakeholder theory, this thesis will aim to find out, how this established theory
usually focusing on corporations, could fit to the topic of SMIs. Even though SMIs are often
seen as ordinary people with followers on social media, there can be an opportunity to look
at them as more established commercial entities, to fully understand their power that they
hold towards their audience and the society at large. As in organizations, which highly
operate in cooperation with their stakeholders, it is important to find out whether SMI does
the same. At first, this thesis aims to help SMIs to be aware of how their stakeholders are

able to influence their content regarding political topics they decide to share online. In
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addition, it helps people operating with influencer marketing to understand which underlying
factors SMI’s operations are influenced by and why SMI makes certain choices in their
communications of political topics. Lastly, this thesis is important for SMI’s audience to be
aware of how the political message shared by SMI may not always be objective, but an

outcome of a process where stakeholders might play a role.

1.3. Theoretical framework

As elaborated previously, SMI does not operate alone but rather in relation to its
stakeholders. When SMI decides to share something political on social media, they do not
only take their audience into account but there are various other stakeholders to consider.
Theoretical framework for this research found from Figure 1 aims to show SMI’s stakeholder
network. Regarding the previous literature, elaborated more on Chapter 4, there are several
stakeholders operating around SMI: their audience (Farivar et al. 2021), brands and agencies
(Leung et al. 2022; Duffek et al. 2025), other influencers (Gonzalez, Schmuck &
Vandenbosch 2024), media (Peter & Muth 2023), social media platforms (Libai et al. 2025),
governmental institutions, political parties (Poyry et al. 2022) and non-profit organizations
(Duckwitz & Zabel 2024) referred to as governmental and societal institutions as well as the
society (Grguri¢ Cop et al. 2024). To better understand how these stakeholders are
positioned, they can be divided into primary and secondary stakeholders according to
stakeholder thoery (Freeman et al. 2007, 50-52). In this theoretical framework, the SMI is
placed in the centre, whereas primary stakeholders form the inner circle, and secondary

stakeholders are placed in the other circle as seen in Figure 1.
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SECONDARY STAKEHOLDER

PRIMARY STAKEHOLDER

Social
Governmental ' Brands media
and societal Audience and platforms
institutions

agencies

Society

Other influencers

Figure 1: Theoretical framework — SMI’s primary and secondary stakeholders according to
literature (Adapted from Freeman et al. 2007, 50-52; Farivar et al. 2021; Leung et al. 2022;
Duffek et al. 2025; Gonzalez et al. 2024; Peter & Muth 2023; Libai et al. 2025; Poyry et al.
2022; Duckwitz & Zabel 2024; Grguri¢ Cop et al. 2024)

The primary stakeholders of SMI could be considered as audience, brands working with SMI
and influencer marketing agencies connecting brands and SMIs, found from the inner circle
(Figure 1). Influencer-follower relationship is the key element in influencer marketing
(Farivar et al. 2021). It can be said that followers are crucial part of SMI’s operations and
therefore be places as one of the primary stakeholder groups. Brands utilize influencer
marketing and SMI’s to increase the effectiveness of their marketing communications
(Leung et al. 2022) and they are in crucial role of enabling SMI to earn compensation
(Borchers 2023). Therefore, brands can be also considered as other primary stakeholder
group for SMIs. Duffek et al. (2025) highlights the crucial role of influencer marketing
agencies, since they act as intermediaries between brands and SMIs. Therefore, they could
be considered as one of the primary stakeholders for SMI as well. There are various other
secondary stakeholders affecting and affected by SMIs operations defined by literature
regarding stakeholder theory and influencer marketing. In addition to the primary
stakeholders including audience as well as brands and agencies, there are stakeholder groups

called media, society, other influencers, governmental and societal institutions and social
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media platforms. These secondary stakeholders in addition to previous primary stakeholders

are further elaborated in chapter 4.2.

The theoretical framework aims to give a base for analysing SMI’s stakeholder network and
how each stakeholder group influence SMI with their expectations as well as how SMI
decides to address these expectations. The framework is built upon stakeholder theory and
how it defines a stakeholder, also defined in next chapter 1.4 and how they need to be
addressed. This research utilized stakeholder salience factors, power, urgency and
legitimacy, during the analysis which will lead to different levels of salience depending on
the combination of them in stakeholder relationships. This will provide an opportunity to
study how important these relationships are to SMIs when it comes to evaluating whose
expectation to fulfil. (Mitchell et al. 1997) It will help to see how SMIs themselves perceive
who is able to influence political topics SMIs address and how they are addressed, or who

influences them to stay silent.

There are no extensive studies which have identified all the stakeholders for SMI due to their
nature being far from traditional corporations which are often associated with the traditional
stakeholder theory. However, there are various studies that focus on some of the
stakeholders, which are utilized to form a base for the SMI’s stakeholder network. The
objective of this study is to form a comprehensive stakeholder map, when it comes to the
context of political content published by SMIs, while considering both previous literature as
well as perceptions of SMIs and their own experiences about the topic. This will add to the
previous literature by finding out who SMIs consider as their stakeholders in this context

and how political discussion moves through the stakeholder network.

1.4. Key terms and definitions

Since the field around SMIs and politics is still new and developing, it is important to define
the terms used in this thesis. There are various terms used in previous research for similar
topics discussed in this thesis. To ensure coherence, the key terms in this thesis are defined

as follows:

Social media influencer (SMI) is able to act as opinion leaders and influence the network

around them by creating content on mainly social media while developing their personal
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brand (Enke & Borchers 2019; Dhanesh & Duthler 2019) SMIs should work in collaboration
with companies to be able to monetize their operations by gaining compensation (Suuronen

etal. 2022).

Audience in this research, refers to everyone who has “opted in to seeing the influencer’s
social media content” (Campbell & Farrell 2020). Previous literature often uses the term
follower, which can be seen as a people who have decided to start follow someone on social
media. However, SMI’s content may spread to a bigger audience outside the main follower
base due to the functionality of the platform. The term audience aims to enable clear and

comprehensive definition to people consuming SMI’s content.

Political topics can be considered as either formal and conventional or informal and lifestyle
based (Graham 2008). Formal political topics concern political institutions and processes,
for instance politicians, parties and policies. On the other hand, lifestyle based political
topics have a wider definition, including common concerns impacting society, for instance
health, travel and housing. (Suuronen et al. 2022) Political topic is a topic of conversation
which can be connected to the society, leading to reflection and response by participants
(Graham 2008). It is common for political topics to divide people into groups who share

same opinions (Riedl, Lukito, & Woolley 2023).

Stakeholder is “any group or individual who can affect or is affected by the achievement of

the organization’s objectives” (Freeman 1984, 46).

Stakeholder salience is the organization’s perception of how crucial the stakeholder’s
expectations are to address determined by stakeholder salience factors: power to influence
the organization, legitimacy of the relationship with the organizations and urgency of the
expectation or demand made towards the organization. The salience is measured by the
number and combination of these factors, although at least one should be perceived to the

entity being identified as a stakeholder. (Mitchell et al. 1997)

1.5. Delimitations

This thesis focuses on Finnish influencer industry and SMIs targeting Finnish audience. This

acts as one of the delimitations for this research, since there can be some cultural differences
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when it comes to influencer marketing elsewhere in more international settings. For instance,
United States has some of the most followed people on social media (Statista 2024b), which
makes the influencer marketing scene already different compared to Finland with
significantly smaller SMI sphere (Suuronen et al. 2022). This study will focus on
interviewing these SMIs, which adds to the delimitations of this thesis by studying it from
the point of view of only one party with qualitative measures. This will affect the sample
size to be smaller compared to the possibilities with qualitative research methods considering

limited resources.

There are different kinds of definitions for social media influencers and therefore there was
a need to form coherent definitions used for this thesis. In literature, influencers are defined
broadly, including people who do not earn compensation for social media while doing it as
their hobby in addition to people mainly working in politics and utilizing social media for
mainly political causes. This thesis will only focus on SMIs who earn compensation from
their operations and can be considered as commercial actors. This will ensure the ability to
focus on the dual role of SMI as commercial and political entity and study the phenomenon
of mainly commercial nature of SMI becoming increasingly related to the surrounding
society and issues related to it. This will also therefore add to the managerial implications of
how this information could be useful for a broader business setting. In conclusion, these non-
commercial influences, including for instance many politicians are excluded from this

research.

This thesis will also focus on these commercial SMIs who have decided to participate in
political discussions on social media, whether it happened only once or is a regular
occurrence. This will ensure the diversity of this research, since people only occasionally
publishing political content might have a different viewpoint for this topic compared to more
established political influencers which is important to consider. In conclusion, this research
will not consider people who have not participated in political discussions on social media.
There could be a possibility to do further research on SMIs who have read the political
discussions but in this research setting, it is crucial that SMI has participated and stated their
viewpoint either by posting their own content or by commenting or sharing someone else’s
content. With that, it is possible to find out SMIs viewpoints on how their stakeholders have
influenced their participation in political discussion and not only how they have influenced

SMI not to participate.
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1.6. Research methods

Qualitative research methods were utilized to conduct this research. Qualitative methods are
often used when there is only little academic research about the phenomenon (Eriksson &
Kovalainen 2008, 5) which is the case for SMI’s stakeholders and their perceived impact in
the context of political discussions on social media. Qualitative data enables to search the
meaning behind words and interpretations, which are often dependent on how people see the
surrounding world and interact in social networks (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2016, 568).
Therefore, it fits well to describe SMI’s perception of the phenomenon when it comes to the
participation in political discussion, since it gives an ability to dive deeper with the meanings

behind the responses, which might not always be straightforward.

The data was collected with semi-structural interviews held for 17 SMIs operating in
Finland. The data included SMIs with 2000 to over 100 000 followers who had commercial
experience as SMIs from half a year up to 14 years. Interviews were held remotely for
conveniency and in Finnish due to it being the preferred language. Purposive sampling was
utilized to find interviewees who were the most relevant in terms of the research objectives
(Saunders et al. 2016, 301). The requirements included having over 2000 followers, some
commercial activity as well as at least one content related to political topics. The overview

of the sample can be found from Appendix 2.

Semi-structural interviews often include a certain outline and collection of related questions,
but it can be modified to fit the unique situation of an interviewee to ensure the
conversational style as well as relevant data (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 82). The
preliminary interview structure can be found from Appendix 3. It was formed utilizing the
theoretical framework, which combines SMI and its stakeholder network with stakeholder
theory and stakeholder salience factors in the context of political discussion on social media.
Semi-structural interviews provided an ability to see how SMI’s role as well as the
stakeholder relationships according to literature are seen in a real-life scenario perceived by
SMI in the context of participating in political discussion while still leaving room for

additional information coming up during interviews.

This research mainly utilizes deductive approach, which means that it utilizes a theoretical
framework and aims to see how stakeholder theory succeeds in describing the stakeholder

relationships for SMIs (Saunders et al. 2016, 51). The aim is to not only use theoretical
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approach but also utilize the conversations had with the SMIs to especially answer to the
main research question, regarding the perception of their role in political discussions on
social media. Thematic analysis was used to rearrange the data into certain themes and
patterns (Saunders et al. 2016, 579) which came up during the interviews, mainly focusing

on the theoretical framework.

The thematic analysis included a coding process, where coding scheme table was built,
which can be found from Appendix 4. It is divided into codes first describing the SMI’s
perceived role and status in political discussion. The rest of the codes include different
stakeholder groups derived from the theoretical framework which are then analysed from
the point of view of for instance their expectations and impact towards SMIs. The successful
coding process required engagement with the previous literature and data, since
understanding the meanings behind each question is crucial in qualitative analysis (Locke,

Feldman & Golden-Biddle 2022; Campbell, Quincy, Osserman & Pederson 2013).

1.7. Research structure

After the introduction to the research topic with key terms and their definitions, presenting
the research objective and questions with delimitations as well as disclosing the research
methods, there will be a thorough literature review. First the literature review aims to focus
on influencer marketing and build a base for the phenomenon by presenting what are SM1s,
how they operate and what their success is based on. Then moving on to the political context,
the next chapter will show the significance of SMIs political participation according to
previous literature and which ethical issues may arise from combining commercial and
political content on social media. Moving on to the next chapter, the stakeholder theory as
well as stakeholder salience factors are presented and SMIs’ stakeholders according to

previous literature are analysed in the context of political discussion.

After the literature review, the research methodology is discussed by going through the data
collection and interview process, including overview of the sample, and after that the data
analysis process is presented. The findings of empirical research are shown and discussed
regarding the previous literature with conclusions. Then the reliability and validity of this

thesis are presented with discussion on limitations. This thesis ends with further research
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recommendations to increase the knowledge of this research topics in upcoming research

projects.
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2. Influencer marketing

Influencer marketing is gained popularity among companies to utilize as one of their
marketing activities. In influencer marketing, people with followers on social media
platforms promote a company, its brand and offering to social media users. It has various
benefits to the business, including for instance co-creating the brand image with both
influencers and followers. (Martinez-Lopez et al. 2020) Marketing in social media is
dynamic, requiring constant engagement and addressing trending topics. Companies need to
be able to adapt to these customer demands and therefore, some of the responsibilities
regarding marketing has been shifted to SMIs. Therefore, it can be said that in some sense,
SMIs are operating as outsourced “social media managers”. It provides brands the ability to
utilize SMI’s distinctive resources in addition to their own. For instance, SMIs are often able
to have a major organic reach, target niche customers and get more attention compared to

brands themselves. (Campbell & Farrell 2020)

The reasons behind the popularity of influencer marketing are stated to be for instance the
fact that consumers increasingly utilize social media to ease the purchasing decisions. In
addition, consumers often prefer to consume content made by SMIs rather than the content
made by the companies and brands themselves, although both of those would be
advertisements. (Martinez-Lopez et al. 2020) SMIs are influencing the purchasing decisions
more effectively compared to traditional celebrities, since social media users consider SMIs
more credible and easier to relate to. Credibility is often built with interaction between the

SMI and the audience. (Reinikainen et al. 2020)

There are multiple factors for companies which are important to consider to be able to
achieve effective influencer marketing. For instance, SMI should have creative freedom of
executing the company’s message to their audience in a way that it feels like an honest
opinion rather than a full-on commercial (Martinez-Lopez et al. 2020). The company may
want to have more power over the content SMI produces and provide a brief with guidelines.
(Campbell & Farrell 2020). If the company controls the message too much, there is a risk
that the audience does not see it as genuine and loses interest. Therefore, it is important for
the company to choose an appropriate SMI to match their brand and vision to ease the

process of the audience’s engagement. (Martinez-Lopez et al. 2020)
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Influencer marketing agencies and other similar agencies aim to connect brands with SMIs.
These agencies act as intermediaries enabling companies to contact relevant SMIs and
helping to design the influencer marketing campaigns. They have expertise to guide SMIs
and assess their performance in a way that the company does not need to get involved in the
practicalities of the campaign. (Duffek et al. 2025) These similar agencies do not only
provide the service to connect companies with SMIs, but they can also provide for instance
talent management to help SMI in their career (Borchers & Enke 2022). It is important for
these influencer marketing agencies to balance between the expectations of the company and

the creative freedom of SMI (Borchers & Enke 2021).

2.1. Social media influencer

SMI as an opinion leader is able to influence consumers’ behavioral intentions, which makes
them beneficial to use for marketing activities of various businesses. The opinion leadership
status also indicates that SMI’s audience tends to follow the advice told by SMIs. (Casal¢ et
al. 2020) SMIs are also considered as having parasocial relationship with their audience,
where one participant feels the relationship more deeply when the communication is done
through social media. It is based on the illusion that an audience member gets to know the
influencer through media on a personal level, whereas the influencer is not feeling personal
connection to their audience. The more people are considered as audience, the further the
connection goes. On the contrary to the fact that parasocial relationships are often considered
one-sided, influencers often use interaction to make the relationship more personal in the
eyes of the audience. (Reinikainen et al. 2020) Campbell & Farrell (2020) highlight that
major effort put by SMI into engaging with their followers indicate more persuasive power
over them. That is due to the intimate bond built between them due to the engagement by,

for instance, commenting back and forth.

Parasocial relationships as well as opinion leadership are important characteristics of
influencer marketing. They are theoretical aspects that consider the relationship between the
audience and the SMI and SMI’s power over their audience. In their own ways, both affect
the result of influencer marketing activities and therefore should be carefully considered by
companies using it as part of their marketing communications. Both theoretical aspects have

been seen to affect customers’ intention to purchase products or services the SMI is
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marketing on behalf of the company. (Farivar et al. 2021) While traditional celebrities tend
to also have opinion leadership status and parasocial relationship with their fans, Leung et
al. (2022) aim to differentiate online influencers from regular celebrities by their source of
fame, since they can often mix up with one another. Usually, celebrities gain popularity
originating from an institution regarding for instance music or sports. Influencers operate
without any formal certification and their main source of followers cumulate from regularly

creating content on social media, although they can also have a specific niche.

SMIs often start as regular consumers without large visibility in media and by creating
content on social media and operating with various stakeholders, they become more known
among audience and gain followers — ultimately developing a personal brand (Lou & Yuan
2019; Grguri¢ Cop et al. 2024). The personal brand is created by creating content based on
SMTI’s personal life and making it in a way that it attracts the attention of social media users
to increase the number of followers and their engagement (Danesh & Dutler 2019). By
creating content based on SMI’s own personal experiences and opinions, and interacting
with their audience, social media users are able to pick a suitable SMI to follow on social
media based on whose content and personal brand they enjoy the most (Leung et al. 2022).
Building and maintaining the relationship between the personal brand and followers is
considered one of the key factors to lead to success among SMIs (Danesh & Duthler 2019).
When SMI knows their audience well, is professional in creative execution and is able to

manage social media operations, it makes them a powerful entity (Campbell & Farrell 2020).

SMIs can be divided into categories based on the number of followers they have. Nano-
influencers have under 10 000 followers, micro-influencers have anywhere between 10 000
and 100 000 followers and macro-influencers have 100 000 to 1 000 000 followers
(Campbell & Farrell 2020). Finnish SMI industry is considered fairly small compared to its
neighboring country Sweden and the home country of various social media platforms, the
United States (Suuronen et al. 2022). Therefore, most of the Finnish influencers can be
considered to fit in these categories. On top of these categories there are mega-influencers
and celebrity-influencers both with over million followers. Celebrity influencers often fall
out of SMI categorization as also mentioned before, they tend to have a celebrity status
separate from social media whereas mega-influencers have often become popular through

content creation on social media. (Campbell & Farell 2020)
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2.2. SMI-follower relationship

SMI’s audience and SMI-follower relationship are key elements in influencer marketing and
constructs the whole phenomenon (Farivar et al. 2021; Campbell & Farrell 2020). Previous
literature states that SMI’s credibility is built with interaction between them and the audience
and therefore engagement is one of the most important metrics when it comes to evaluating
SMI’s success. It is important to consider the power of consumers engaging with SMI for
instance through commenting and not only consider the total number of followers SMI has.
(Reinikainen et al. 2020) Duffek et al (2025) discusses that one of the main metrics to define
the engagement would be the quality of the two-way interaction between the SMI and their
followers, even though in previous literature the focus has been on parasocial, one-way type
of communications. On the other hand, the number of SMI’s followers is one of the key
determinants of the size of the monetary compensation of a brand deal (Libai, Rosario,
Beichert, Donkers, Haenlein, Hofstetter, Kannan, van der Lans, Lanz, Li, Mayzlin, Muller,
Shapira, Yang & Zhang 2025) and therefore it is still something to consider when measuring

SMTI’s success.

Social capital theory states that a person who has a network around them full of relationships
holds a resource that can be utilized to achieve something, which makes the social network
a valuable resource (Leung et al. 2022). To harness the social capital of SMIs, both brands
and SMlIs are both often focused on behavioral engagement from the audience, when it
comes to influencer marketing. Research shows that when considering actions taken towards
a post on social media, including for instance liking the post, commenting on it or sharing it
with others, liking was the most popular way of engaging. (Kay, Mulcahy, Sutherlands &
Lawley 2023) By experiencing parasocial relationship as a follower, they are likely to
comment on a post which can increase the credibility of an influencer as well as trust in a
brand they are advertising (Reinikainen et al. 2020). To retain the engaged follower base,
influencers must create innovative new content in line with their own brand to satisfy

followers and not become something radically different (Libai et al. 2025).
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3. SMIs as intermediaries for political discussion

Since it is characteristic for SMI to utilize their social capital formed by followers and their
engagement for commercial purposes, it could be as well utilized to cater political discussion
(Suuronen et al. 2022). Although SMIs are mainly considered commercial entities in the
previous literature, in addition to their power to influence consumers to make a purchase,
they can also share certain lifestyles, ideologies or even political statements, thus influencing
their audience on these societal topics while being opinion leaders (Arnesson 2023).
Suuronen et al. (2022) state in their research that lifestyle based political topics were
discussed among 90 % of SMIs. The definition of what counts as political discussion is wide
in nature. Graham (2008) describes political discussion happening when “(a) participant
makes a connection from a particular experience, interest, issue, or topic in general to
society, which (b) stimulates reflection and a response by at least one other participant™.
When political influencers are also identified as people sharing opinions which divide people
by their response the political discussion by SMIs can be anything related somewhat
collective related to society which evokes emotions, different viewpoints and response — not

just opinions related to traditional politics (Riedl et al. 2023; Graham 2008).

According to two-step flow model of communication by Katz and Lazarsfeld (1955)
communication flows in two steps, first from mass media to opinion leader, and then from
opinion leader to the audience. This theory would indicate the role of SMI as opinion leader
in sharing political and societally relevant information to their audiences on social media.
However, the phenomenon is more complex, and the relevance of two-step flow model is
studied in previous literature. According to Hilbert, Vasquez, Halpern, Valenzuela &
Arriagada (2017) communication can flow through one step, two steps or multiple steps
according to the varying situations found on social media. Therefore, two-step flow model
is still relevant to use since information still flows through intermediaries, but it is also
common that information flows straight from mass media to people or even through multiple

steps due to social media and complex networks it offers.

It 1s stated that social media platforms as well as SMIs have an important position in the
modern way of sharing political messages, shaping the public opinion and views as well as

politically activating people to for instance vote (Karlsen 2015; Ding, Jabr & Guo 2023).
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According to Karlsen (2015), people following politicians or political parties on social media
are mainly opinion leaders. They were motivated to follow politicians and political parties
due to getting information easier, meeting others with similar values or getting to
communicate with the politician or the representative of the political party. Opinion leaders
did often have a wider social network where they shared political information more often
compared to others, not defined as opinion leaders. Suuronen et al. (2022) also found out
that if SMI was part of higher number of collaborations, it was also associated with
addressing lifestyle based political topics more frequently. It was discussed to be resulted
from the established status in their field and strong follower base, where differing opinions

within followers does not pose SMI to a major risk and possible conflicts could be solved.

Sormanen et al. (2022) put this phenomenon in the context of Finland, where they found that
around third of Finnish 15 to 19-year-olds consider social media being their main source of
news. Although over half of people at that age still use traditional channels for news, it is
still critical to study the ones using social media since it poses them to a lot of risks, for
instance getting exposed to unverified information. They are often not that interested to read
news themselves, but they rather wait for the most interesting ones to come across their
social media pages as shared through their network. Peter and Muth (2023) found similar
results in Germany, where traditional channels including for instance online news media
pages, were the main source of news among 16 to 22-year-olds but SMIs were utilized to
understand the current topics easier. They considered both scenarios, youth engaging with
SMIs political content consciously and youth coming across political discussion on social
media unwillingly. Arnesson (2023) states in the study made in Sweden that it can be also a
conscious or unconscious act from SMI’s side to act as ideological intermediary and the act
is often criticized by audience to be accepted in the end. Both SMI and its followers

participate in everyday political discussions on social media.

To give some examples of wide variety of political topics talked by SMIs on social media,
Suuronen et al. (2020) identified the popularity of various political topics to be addressed by
Finnish SMIs. The topics in the category “very common”, included consumer behavior,
health and eating as well as climate change, which were mentioned at least once or twice by
over 75 % of SMIs. The category “common” included topics like social equality, public
issues, sexuality and gender, animal rights, public policy, and political processes, which were

all mentioned by over 50 % of SMIs. In the category “uncommon”, topics which were
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mentioned by under 50 % of SMIs were political figures, political institutions, and religion
being the least mentioned. Riedl, Schwemmer, Ziewiecki & Ross (2021) discuss that
political topics themselves are not the central issue in SMI’s content creation but rather how
the political content is executed. SMIs tend to focus on maintaining their authenticity and
credibility by talking about current political issues in a mundane and easily approachable
way. In other words, it can be stated that SMIs make politics look easy. Karlsen (2015) states

that political topics often stem from own personal experience related to a public issue.

According to previous research, SMIs who focus on primarily sharing political content are
seen as more credible compared to SMIs who only occasionally share political content in
addition to commercial posts (Peter & Muth 2023). There needs to be a distinctive strategy
to ensure the effectiveness of sharing a political message whether it is a genuine opinion or
SMI is compensated for it. It is important to foster trust between SMI and their audience as
well as ensure the perceived quality of the message. Research shows that trustworthiness,
attractiveness, expertise and similarity are salient factors to parasocial relationship between
SMI and follower. (Cheng et al. 2024) Contrary to the previous literature which highlights
the importance of interaction in building credibility between SMI and audience (Reinikainen
etal. 2020), Cheng et al. (2024) found that interactivity had no effect on building a parasocial
relationship from the point of view of individual from Generation Z. In addition, Duffek et
al. (2025) found out that expertise was less important factor for authenticity compared to
consistent content creation. However, Cheng et al. (2024) found out when Gen-Z forms a
parasocial relationship with SMI according to trustworthiness, attractiveness, expertise and
similarity, they are likely to listen to SMI’s political message and share it with their own
network. Therefore, SMI can be able to change how Gen-Z forms opinions. However, if
political advocacy is not made with high consideration, it might easily backfire with negative

feedback.

3.1. Political efficacy

Political discussion via SMIs is a chance for people get involved in politics, who otherwise
would not engage with political content, or they would not otherwise encounter it online
(Suuronen et al. 2020). When SMIs share content about political topics in an easily

understandable way, either as their own statements or on behalf of an entity they collaborate
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with, it can increase the political efficacy of young people (Harff & Schmuck 2023). Niemi,
Craig and Mattei (1991) stated that political efficacy is formed by two factors, internal
efficacy and external efficacy. Internal efficacy is the perception of an individual’s own
capability to understand and participate effectively in politics. External efficacy means the

perception of how governmental institutions will respond to the demands of the public.

SMIs are able to increase the political efficacy, since by discussing political topics, they are
increasing the information about politics among people following them and also, they are
experts on getting especially young people engaged with their content in social media (Harff
& Schmuck 2023). Poyry & Reinikainen (2024) made a study in Finland with over 500
respondents from public, which showed that when SMI makes an interactive statement
encouraging their followers to vote, it can heighten their willingness to vote. SMIs could be
compared to or even be better at forming the encouragement to vote when considering other
vote advocates, for instance journalists. That could indicate heightened political efficacy. It
is in line with previous study made by Graham, Jackson and Wright (2015) where they
showed that political discussions online made during casual interaction play a role in people

deciding to take political action.

Peter and Muth (2023) discuss on their research, that SMIs are not often able to change the
certain opinions about political topics but reinforce existing opinions. When it comes to
younger people or the ones who have not decided their opinion about a certain topic, SMIs
have major influence on them. The way SMIs have an influence on their audience does not
limit to only those who follow them but include also people who come across their content
online due to distinctive algorithms utilized in various social media platforms. Although
most of young people still see news from traditional and reliable channels, they often utilize
SMIs to form their opinion about the news. Ding et al. (2023) reinforce that statement since
because social media has a major role the society, it can be possible that people’s opinions

are shaped due to the content made by social media influencer.

However, if the audience perceives SMIs as simplifying political topics in their social media
communications, it can also lead to negative effects, such as political cynicism among the
audience. It is argued that political cynicism stems from perceived simplification of politics,
since it will challenge the audience’s perception of “the effectiveness of political system”.
(Schmuck, Hirsch, Stevic & Matthes 2022) That could indicate lower external political

efficacy, since they might perceive the government being unable to answer to those demands
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by the audience, since they might feel that they have an easy response to the issue, since
without noticing, the complex topic was already simplified by someone else. Schmuck et al.
(2022) also state that when the political topics are simplified in social media, it can lead to
people feeling like the way they are talked in traditional media by politicians or other more
official entities, their rhetorics and the choice of words used are difficult to understand and
too vague compared to the easily understandable rhetorics used in social media. This
phenomenon may also lead to political cynicism among youth. It could be drawn from their
study that this is related to decreasing of internal political efficacy. When the political topics
are simplified and talked about in a mundane way, the official political entities discussing

the issue in more professional way may seem unnecessary and too difficult to understand.

Since SMIs operate as individuals and groups of individuals, political efficacy can be
discussed from the point of view of SMIs as well. Few previous studies focus on SMIs
enhancing political efficacy of young people (Harff & Schmuck 2023; Péyry & Reinikainen
2024), however not many focus on SMI’s own political efficacy and how it is built. Since
behind SMI and their operations is often an individual, with a background of being a
traditional consumer before operating as SMI, it can be stated that similarly when the
audience forms their political efficacy with the help of social media, so does SMI. While
previous research focuses on the relationship between the audience and SMI and how it
affects the audience’s political efficacy (Harff & Schmuck 2023; Péyry & Reinikainen
2024), this research will consider the relationship between SMI and all its stakeholders to
further analyse how these social ties connect to the perceptions of SMIs perception of their

own role in a political setting.

3.2. Ethical issues: combining commercial and political content

When it comes to the content created for social media channels and opinion leadership status
acquired, originality and uniqueness are more important compared to quality and quantity of
the content. Opinion leadership status of SMI influences the followers’ intentions to interact
with SMI’s content. (Casal6 et al. 2020) There is a possibility that this opinion leadership
status and initiation to interact with SMI’s content is used wrongfully in morally
questionable activities. There are various kinds of political influencers on social media with

different opinions on surrounding society. It can lead to SMIs sharing extreme opinions or
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even conspiracy theories. (Riedl et al. 2021) SMIs can cause negative effects to their
audience, by promoting for instance certain ideologies, harmful lifestyles or unhealthy eating
habits. This can even result in decreased physical or psychological health of followers.
Especially younger audiences consisting of children may be more vulnerable, since they
have not yet developed the skill of thinking critically or being media literate. (Hudders &
Lou 2023)

When brands SMIs collaborate expect commitment and the society expects responsibility
from SMI, there rises some moral dilemmas. They rise when companies expect SMI to
behave in a certain way, which could be contrary to the society’s expectation in the current
world situation. It might be expected that SMI shares their opinion of relevant topics
regarding the surrounding society, but at the same time SMI might collaborate with a
company to advertise harmful products, consciously wanting to earn more money or
unconsciously without searching the background of the company and its products. (Grguri¢
Cop et al. 2024) On the other hand, Riedl et al. (2021) state that increasing number of
political issues addressed by SMIs do not always have to affect negatively to companies and
their commercial interests. They can go hand in hand, and utilizing political SMIs in
influencer marketing can even be seen to have positive outcome, while maintaining the

company’s corporate sustainability in the eyes of conscious customers.

Possible moral dilemmas between companies, SMIs, followers, and the society are tried to
be solved in various ways. First, SMIs downplay their role regarding society, where they
perceive their role as a business partner more seriously and feel like they cannot take their
role in society too seriously without negative effects on their career. On the other hand, some
SMIs perceive their role in the society very important and feel that they are obligated to act
as role models for their followers and inform them about relevant, even difficult topics in
the society. They perceive their power to influence people to drive change in the society
even if it has negative effects on their business. Some SMIs believe the balance between
these two and perceive remaining authenticity as the most important, sharing genuine
opinion although they would not take a stand on relevant topics or not know the full

background of products, they are advertising. (Grgurié¢ Cop et al. 2024)

Some ethical dilemmas may arise when it comes to the motivation of SMI taking part in
political discussion. Duffek et al. (2025) states that if SMI is intrinsically motivated to take

part in a collaboration, for instance due to financial benefits, it may shake its position in the
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field from the point of view of consumers, brands as well as influencer marketing agencies.
On the other hand, if SMI is truthful about the motive being intrinsic, they may stabilize

SMI’s position due to the importance of trust in influencer marketing.



36

4. Stakeholder theory: relationships in influencer marketing

According to stakeholder theory, business forms around a network of relationships between
the company and for instance customers, suppliers, employees, and local communities. They
all have a stake in the business and by interacting, they create value. For instance, employees
may earn their income by working in the company while customers purchase company’s
offering in exchange for something beneficial for them. (Freeman 2010, 24-25) Originally
the term stakeholder has been defined as all parties somehow affecting or being affected by
the organization and its operations (Freeman 1984, 46). The term is quite broad and to ease
the categorization of various stakeholders, they are divided in two groups, primary
stakeholders and secondary stakeholders. Of these two categories, secondary stakeholders
are the ones who fit under this broader definition of being individuals or groups who are
affecting or being affected by the company’s purpose. They can also be entities which
somehow affect the company’s primary stakeholders. (Freeman 2010, 26) Secondary
stakeholders are for instance media and competitors, who can be found in the broader
business environment (Freeman, Harrison & Wicks 2007, 50-52). These primary
stakeholders are also under the same definition, but their support is especially crucial to the
company’s operations (Freeman 2010, 26). Primary stakeholders are for instance customers,

financiers and suppliers (Freeman et al. 2007, 50-52).

Stakeholder theory aims to focus on the idea that in addition to benefiting the organization
itself or its shareholders, it is crucial that it does not happen at the expense of its stakeholders.
The key element is to provide as much value as possible to all the stakeholders. These
stakeholders have their own expectations on how they would like to see the organization
operate and the organization is responsible for all its activities to them. Although
stakeholders are often seen as individual entities with opposing interest, it is important to
learn to see their stakes and interests as connected. Stakeholder theory suggests that it is
crucial to see the bigger picture in business operations to benefit all without evaluating the
stakeholders individually or trading off their interests with each other. (Freeman 2010, 9-

28)

Grguri¢ Cop et al. (2024) state in their research that SMIs can find it difficult to balance the

expectations of their stakeholders, including both the brands as well as the followers but also
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the society. The research shows that SMIs play various roles in relation to all the stakeholders
which are built according to the expectations SMIs face. When society is considered, it
makes the moral decision-making more challenging for SMI compared to only considering
their followers and brands they are working with. The moral dilemmas which SMIs face in
their work include for instance sharing their opinion on relevant societal topics. The role in
relation to the society is the one which is less researched and would need some further

studying.

Originally stakeholder theory has been used to discuss stakeholder relationships in
traditional corporations. For instance, the article by Clarkson (1995) was based on ten years
of research of stakeholder theory in a corporate setting. However, there are few reasons why
this theory could be applicable to SMIs and influencer marketing, including having a
personal brand, companies as customers (Dhanesh & Duthler 2019) and a responsibility to
stay trustworthy (Cheng et al 2024) and authentic (Duffek et al. 2025) in the eyes of the
stakeholders to remain relevant. SMI’s stakeholders including for instance media (Peter &
Muth 2023), social media platforms (Libai et al. 2025) and governmental institutions (Poyry

et al. 2022) have their own expectations on how they would like to see SMI to operate.

In organization-stakeholder relationships, trustworthiness is a crucial factor to ensure moral
behaviour towards stakeholders. Stakeholder is more vulnerable party compared to the
organization and therefore it has to rely on believing that the organization is trustworthy and
will act morally protecting the stakeholder’s interests. If the stakeholder is somehow
connected to the organization without fully having a say to the situation, it makes them
increasingly vulnerable. (Greenwood & Van Buren III 2010) This phenomenon can be
connected with influencer marketing by considering SMI as the organization and follower
as the stakeholder. First, as earlier defined, SMI’s audience can consist of social media users
who have decided to follow SMI on a certain social media platform. Follower can also be
someone who sees SMI’s content due to searching for similar content, algorithms or through
someone sharing SMI’s post. When seeing the content without a distinctive consent, SMI’s
power extends to people who can even unwillingly see their content online. This poses SMI
to the position that they must act morally and in a trustworthy manner to people who even
involuntarily see their content and are in an even more vulnerable position and fully relying

on the trustworthiness of the SMI. (Greenwood & Van Buren II1 2010)
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4.1. Stakeholder identification and salience

Previous literature aims to discuss how to identify organization’s stakeholders and how to
measure their salience in the relationship based on three factors — power, legitimacy and
urgency. Power refers to stakeholder’s power to influence the organization. Legitimacy
refers to the legitimacy of the relationship between the stakeholder and the organization and
how appropriate or socially approved stakeholder’s actions are towards the organization.
Lastly, urgency refers to how quickly stakeholder demands action to be taken. Stakeholder-
organization relationship can have either one, two or all three of these attributes and the
collection of attributes stakeholder possess, describes the type of stakeholder and their
salience as well as offer managers help on how they should be responded to. (Mitchell et al.

1997)

Mitchell et al. (1997) state in their study that the crucial role of the power and legitimacy in
stakeholder-organization relationships inherits from organization theories but it is not fully
explained by them. They aim to add urgency to comprehend power and legitimacy as a
critical attribute to explain the stakeholder-organization relationship. Therefore, they were
able to utilize these three attributes to evaluate the ongoing and possible future stakeholders’
salience regarding possession of one or collection of the attributes. It is important to consider
that these attributes are socially constructed, dynamic in nature and can be built consciously
or unconsciously. Therefore, it is possible for a stakeholder to gain salience or lose it
depending on situation or through time. If there is only one attribute, the salience is low,
with two attributes it increases to moderate and if all three are present, there is high salience.
If there are none of these attributes to be seen, the entity is not considered as a stakeholder

for organization but could be potential stakeholders in the future.

If the organization-stakeholder relationship has moderate to high salience, it can be
considered potential for the organization in different ways depending on which attributes are
present. Power and legitimacy are attributes that require other two attributes to give high
salience to the stakeholder. However, urgency only needs one of them to increase the
salience significantly. (Mitchell et al. 1997) The stakeholder is often still treated fairly, even
if it lacks power if the organization provides trustworthy conditions (Greenwood & Van
Buren II1 2010). If there is only one attribute to be noticed, both organization and stakeholder

tend to not recognize each other due to lack of resources to analyse the relationship
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comprehensively. Even though all the attributes would be visible, and the stakeholder could
be theoretically considered salient, it is the manager who eventually decides who they give

attention to. (Mitchell et al. 1997)

Jurgens et al. (2016) noted that previously, firms tended to focus more on primary
stakeholders demands compared to secondary stakeholders, including for instance general
public and communities. It has occurred due to the perception of asymmetry in the ability to
influence, since primary stakeholders have perceived to have more urgency and power in
these situations. Internet and social media have increased the significance of secondary
stakeholders. They now have a channel to voice their opinions and values to the company
easier than ever. However, in addition to receiving those demands, secondary stakeholders
are keener on the company responding to them as well. Online influencers can act as
stakeholders for another organization utilizing SMI and influencer marketing to connect with

the organization’s own stakeholders (Jurgens et al. 2016).

4.2. SMI’s stakeholders

As elaborated earlier, brands, influencer marketing agencies and audience could be
considered as SMI’s primary stakeholders according to literature. However, there can be
other parties behind SMI as well, who influence and initiate political discussions. For
instance, when the stakeholder authenticity is studied from the point of view of only one
stakeholder, it is not possible to utilize that response to all the other stakeholders (Duffek et
al. 2025). This can be connected to the importance of studying the whole stakeholder

network to find out the dynamics of who influences SMI and how in political discussion.

This chapter aims to identify SMI’s key stakeholders according to previous literature and
discuss what is SMIs’ and individual stakeholders’ relationship when it comes to political
discussion SMI participates in. Who is influencing an influencer and what are the possible
outcomes? Later, this research will utilize these stakeholder identifications based on
previous literature to construct a new stakeholder map based on SMIs own experiences about

political discussion on social media and stakeholders involved.
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4.2.1. Audience

Since SMIs hold a major social capital due to its audience and follower base (Leung et al.
2022), they have major influence on SMIs’ operations. Although they are referred as the
capital of SMI, the audience can also cause negative effects to SMI’s operations. The more
personal information SMI shares, the younger they are, and the more followers SMI has, the
more they tend to report themselves as victims for online harassment. (Valenzuela-Garcia et
al. 2023) If SMIs often share personal content, discussing for instance a current issue in the
society affecting them in addition to commercial content to maintain their authenticity
(Reinikainen et al. 2020), it can lead to increasing amount of online harassment. SMIs have
often decided to opt out from commenting politically topical issues, due to the fear of
aggressive comment or the fear of not knowing what kind of response they are going to
receive (Suuronen et al. 2022). Collective harassment of SMIs as a group of people is often
seen more socially accepted compared to collective harassment of individuals who remain
anonymous and without a publicly known status. It is still yet to be discovered how more
socially accepted online violence towards SMIs will influence the tolerance to violence in

general in social media environment. (Valenzuela-Garcia et al. 2023)

4.2.2. Brands and agencies

Duftek et al. (2025) refer to brand managers and influencer marketing agencies as part of
SMI’s key stakeholders. According to Grguri¢ Cop et al (2024) brands, as one of SMI’s
stakeholders, expect commitment from SMI. They expect committed business
collaborations, as well as increased brand awareness and sales. When considering political
issues, companies are increasingly utilizing political SMIs in their influencer marketing
activities to respond to the demand of increasingly conscious consumers. By collaborating
with SMIs sharing content about current political and societal issues, for instance
sustainability, it can help companies to reach those conscious consumers and reassure them
about the responsibility of their offering and operations. Therefore, it can benefit the
company financially. (Riedl et al. 2021) Most SMIs operate in a way, that they are dependent

on compensation they receive from collaborating with companies. Therefore, they often aim



41

to act in a way that is seen favourable in the eyes of the company and even obey their

controlling attempts and demands to secure their income. (Borchers 2023)

There can be some issues regarding political discussion from SMIs when it comes to having
an agency between companies and SMI. For instance, when agencies choose which SMIs
they want to connect with certain companies, there can be some clashes with their values
even when the parties are well-analysed beforehand. If there is an issue with differing values,
it can lead to determination of the collaboration or even reputational issues for the company.
(Borchers & Enke 2022) Since in political discussion, one’s values are often presented, it
can cause some issues in ongoing collaborations if these companies feel like they do not
agree with these statements made by SMI. When it comes to autonomy, there can be some
issues since SMI needs to comply with the company’s wishes scripted by these agencies
(Borchers & Enke 2022). If SMI does not agree with the values of the company, but still
proceeds with intrinsic motives, such as receiving compensation, it may generate negative

associations from its stakeholders (Duffek et al. 2025).

4.2 3. Other influencers

In addition to creating own content, it is common to share other users’ content on social
media. Research shows, that regarding political content it is even more common to share
other’s content on Instagram via Stories-feature compared to creating their own traditional
posts. It is considered as an easy way of sharing content by other users, and it has a temporary
nature. (Gonzalez et al. 2024) Sharing user’s activist-content online can be predicted from
planned and unplanned human behaviour. Activist-content often relates to a certain political
or societal topic, which divides opinions. People share others’ activist-content online, since
they perceive to have social gains from it. The content made by other user is often evaluated
based on various metrics, for instance likes or shares to determine whether it is worth to
share to receive gains from it. In addition, people might feel that they need to share the
content for common good and to develop the social justice. The research also found that
extroverts are more likely to share activist-content, but in a well-thought manner to avoid
negative effects including for instance trolling on social media or social judgement. (Sinha

2024)



42

4.2.4. Media

Since the political discussion initiated by SMI is often topical to evoke interactions, SMI can
utilize the information from current news and hot media topics to state their own opinion or
interpret it in their own words to be more understandable for their audience. Therefore, media
could be defined as one of the SMI’s stakeholders. Due to SMI’s power to influence their
audience, followers then evaluate the SMI’s opinion and interpretation about the current

issue, rather than the objective version of the issue represented in media. (Peter & Muth

2023)

Since young people in Finland often come across news on social media through an
intermediary (Sormanen et al. 2022) and there is a popular trend on sharing political posts
on social media (Gonzales et al. 2024; Sinha 2024) there could be a possibility that one type
of intermediary groups is SMIs, who share news online. If SMI evaluates someone’s content
online as something that would be useful for others or increasing the social justice, and they
feel like there can be social gains from it (Sinha 2024), there is a possibility that SMI wants
to share it with their followers and not making their own posts about the topic (Gonzales et
al. 2024). This similar phenomenon could be placed in the context of sharing posts including
current political topics which are made by other SMIs, or it could also be in the context of

sharing posts made by news channels.

4.2.5. Social media platforms

Social media platforms offer SMIs and their stakeholders a space for effective relationship-
building while enabling easier communication between SMI and their stakeholders but also
between stakeholders themselves. The most commonly though idea is that social media
platforms cater for interaction between SMI and their followers, but it also hosts discussions
between SMI and companies, followers and the companies’ brands as well as platforms and
the companies. These social media platforms have certain algorithms, which influence the
power dynamics between SMIs and companies. The algorithm defines whether the content
is being shared by the platform to increasing number of people or not, which can directly

affect the outcome and benefit for SMI and the advertsied brand. (Libai et al. 2025)
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Social media platforms like Facebook and YouTube were built to cater commercial needs
(Woolley 2022). Social media platforms are considered valuable if they provide access to
influencers, their content and selling advertising opportunities and customer personal data
for commercial use is characteristic for these platforms, and they are not originally built for
advocating democracy or addressing political issues. The idea behind social media platforms
is mainly commercial over political, and the modern highly developed algorithms are able
to boost content for even millions of people, in addition to commercial content getting more
profitable. It has resulted in spreading of both disinformation and propaganda. Due to the
nature of social media and its ability to manipulate the spreading of content, it is often hard
or even impossible to determine the source of disinformation or propaganda. Even if social
media platforms try to stay neutral, they always have certain origin, with values and norms

which might not be agreed by users originating elsewhere. (Woolley 2022)

4.2.6. Governmental and societal institutions

The Prime Minister’s Office in Finland launched a campaign in 2020 regarding Covid-19,
where SMIs were utilized to spread information about timely health instructions during the
pandemic. This campaigning ultimately helped to shape social norm during this public health
crisis, since although it is rare to see SMIs collaborating with governmental institutions in
addition to commercial entities, SMIs were able to adapt the message to fit their own brand
and show example to public with their own behaviour. It could be possible to connect the
audience that is more difficult to reach while utilizing SMIs in shaping new societal norms.
(Poyry et al. 2022) Alam, Tao, Rastogi, Mendiratta and Attri (2024) made a study around
SMIs and Covid-19 vaccinations in India which revealed that SMIs could acts as advocates
for vaccination campaigns made by healthcare institutions or governments and ultimately

increase the acceptability of vaccinations.

Political parties and communicators in these parties can utilize SMIs in their election
campaigns for instance to inform and interact with possible voters as well as mobilize them
to vote. By doing those communication activities only by themselves, there might be some
limitations in reach and ability to influence, but when utilizing SMls as intermediaries,
political parties are able to utilize so called “influencer effects” referring to the power of

SMIs to influence their audience. SMI acts as an intermediary by engaging with its followers
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and reporting back to the political party and in addition followers hold political party
accountable for this collaboration and might take action towards voting. There can also be
some disruption regarding the backlash from followers, ethical issues in being paid for

talking about politics or SMI behaving against political party’s values. (Borchers 2025)

Previous research shows that SMIs are also used for strategic communication activities in
non-profit organizations. These collaborations often constructed similarly to collaborations
with commercial entities despite few differences. (Duckwitz & Zabel 2024) Non-profit
organizations often utilize SMIs to promote certain societal causes and give them increased
visibility and engagement. However, when promoting societal causes, choosing the right
SMI for the campaign is crucial to ensure the SMI is aligned with the cause. (Lou, Zhou &
Xu 2024)

4.2.7. Society

It can be argued whether society is one of SMI’s stakeholders. According to previous
research, it is said that the company must manage its stakeholder relationships, not the
relationship with the society. Social issues should be distinguished from stakeholder issues,
since not all social issues can be put as responsibility of a corporation. (Clarkson 1995)
Grguri¢ Cop et al. (2024) present an idea based on previous literature that SMIs act as
intermediaries between companies utilizing them for online marketing and possible future
customers following SMIs. These customers can be considered as part of society and

therefore, SMIs could connect businesses with society.
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5. Methodology

This chapter aims to explain the empirical part of this research. The aim of this research is
to discover how SMI’s perceive their own role in the context of political discussion,
especially focusing on how they perceive their stakeholders to impact their participation in
political discussions on social media. First, the data collection methods are presented, and

the overview of the sample is presented. Lastly, the data analysis process is described.

5.1. Data collection and sample overview

This research was conducted utilizing qualitative research methods. Since qualitative
research focuses on understanding a phenomenon in relation to the context (Eriksson &
Kovalainen 2008, 6), it fits well with the aim of this research — understanding the SMI’s own
perception of their role and their stakeholders’ impact in the context of participating in
political discussions on social media. Since in qualitative research, it is crucial to go through
the reasons why certain methodological choices were made (Andriopoulos & Slater 2013),
chapter 5 in this research aims to both present the choices as well as justify them. Qualitative
research is often used to study phenomena, which are not well-known in the previous
literature since it leaves room for exploration in a flexible manner (Eriksson & Kovalainen
2008, 6). The main literature used to give an academic base for this research topic is
published after the year 2020, which makes the topic fairly new (Appendix 1). That brings a
good opportunity to gain deeper knowledge by qualitative research.

The data for this research was collected by utilizing semi-structural interviews held for 17
SMIs operating in Finland. Semi-structural interviews tend to have a certain outline for the
interview, but it leaves room for changes in questions and their order depending on the
situation and the interviewee (Eriksson & Kovalainen 2008, 82). This interview style was
chosen, to ensure that the interview situation is conversational and easily approachable due
to the topic possibly being somewhat sensitive to interviewees. It was also seen as a
convenient way to modify the interviews to cater different situations of the interviewees to

ensure collecting relevant data in relation to the research objective.
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The outline of the interview structure in semi-structural interviews is often based on certain
themes (Saunders et al. 2016, 391) which is the case in this study as well. As seen in
Appendix 3, interview structure is divided to sections including for instance “The role of
SMI in political discussion” and “SMI’s responsibility and stakeholders’ expectations” to
ensure the relevancy for the research questions. The theoretical framework, seen previously
in Figure 1 was utilized during the interview process. The theoretical framework based on
stakeholder theory shows SMIs stakeholders according to previous literature and how they
position as either primary or secondary stakeholders. At first, the interviewees were asked
about their stakeholders in general and how they perceive them. Afterwards, when
discussing about the stakeholder salience in the context of SMI’s participation in political
discussion, the list of stakeholders included in the theoretical framework were shown, to
ensure thorough discussion in case of not being so familiar with the topic. It enabled
interviewees to first think of their stakeholders on their own and when introducing the list of
them from the literature, the discussion went more in detail within the research context

without fully guiding their though process with the list from the very beginning.

SMIs were invited to the interview based on purposive sampling. In purposive sampling, the
possible interviewee’s relevancy in relation to the research questions are evaluated and the
choice to invite them to the interview is made accordingly (Saunders et al. 2016, 301). The
sample of this research included SMIs who had more than 2000 followers on at least one
platform, where they had uploaded at least one commercial post to ensure a major following
and commercial operations. The suitable interviewees for this study were chosen by
searching Finnish SMIs, who had posted political content on social media at least once, to

ensure finding out their own experiences and perceptions around the research topic.

The overview of the sample can be found from Appendix 2, where all the 17 interviewees
were given pseudonyms Interviewee 1 to 17. They were first categorized as nano-, micro-
and macro-influencers based on the number of followers they had on their most followed
social media channel. According to Campbell & Farrell (2020) nano-influencers have under
10 000 followers, micro-influencers have 10 000 to 100 000 followers and macro-
influencers have 100 000 to 1 000 000 followers. The same categorization was used when
describing the sample of this research, which included two nano-influencers, 13 micro-
influencers and two macro-influencers. The overview of the sample also includes the number

of years each interviewee has operated as commercial SMI on the day of the interview, to
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present their experience in the field. The length of commercial experience varied between

half a year up to 14 years.

In addition, to varying size of the follower base and length of the commercial experience,
there were differences on the main topic of their content. There were SMIs describing
themselves as creating authentic content about their everyday life, without a strict focus on
any subject and wanting to share positive message. On the other hand, some interviewees
were more focused on the informative side, describing themselves with terms such as
societal influencer, informative content creator, influential influencer and sustainability
influencer. Some interviewees felt that they primarily consider themselves as influencers
with societal impact, while commercial operations come second. Most of the interviewees
also mentioned that they have other occupations besides being SMI and they did social media
as their part-time job. However, there were interviewees with social media as their full-time
career as well. In conclusion, it can be said that the collected sample included different types

of SMIs with different backgrounds.

The interviews were held with online videocalls or via traditional phone calls due to all
interviewees living in different locations and to ensure efficient data collection aligning with
the resources. All the interviews were held in Finnish, due to it being the preferred language
for the interviewees. Due to the differing languages in the interview and the written thesis,
there was a modification made in the interviews held in Finnish regarding the term political
topic. In English, political topics can be seen to include both formal political and lifestyle
based societal topics (Graham 2008; Suuronen et al. 2022) whereas in Finnish, political and
societal topics have certain differences. In Finnish, political topics (“poliittinen aithe” in
Finnish) can be considered strictly being about politics and societal topic (“yhteiskunnallinen
aihe” in Finnish) is wider, including all the topics related to the society. Therefore, the direct
translation for the term societal topic was mainly used in the interviews, but the written thesis
still uses the term political topic due to its wider and more known definition within the
existing literature. Interviews were recorded for transcription. All the answers were
anonymised to ensure none of the participants or stakeholders they work with could be

recognized from the conversations.
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5.2. Data analysis

When analysing the qualitative data, it is important to note that the found meanings often
depend on individual’s own perceptions about their social relations and surrounding events,
which makes the data often quite complex. This research uses mainly deductive approach to
the analysis of data, which means that the analysis is directed by existing theory. (Saunders
et al. 2016, 568-569) It is made utilizing theoretical framework found in Figure 1 which is
based on well-established stakeholder theory. The analysis process utilizes stakeholder
salience factors, to go even deeper into SMI’s perception of their stakeholders in the related
context. As defined, the meanings found from qualitative data is based on social constructs
(Saunders et al. 2016, 568) this research aims to utilize stakeholder theory to evaluate these

relationships in the context of participating in political discussions.

Thematic analysis is used in this research to analyse the findings from the interviews and to
finally answer the research questions to reveal how SMIs perceive themselves in political
discussion and what is the role of their stakeholders in shaping the discussion. Thematic
analysis aims to discover reoccurring themes from the collected data by coding. Codes are
defined as short phrases which can operate as categories for meanings found from the data
related to each other, which gives an ability to rearrange the data to cater for the research
questions and related themes. (Saunders et al. 2016, 579-582) The meaningfulness of the
codes is ensured by finding patterns throughout the data (Locke et al. 2022). Utilizing coding
in data collected from semi-structural interviews requires adequate background information
about the phenomenon to remain reliable when searching the meanings behind the given
responses. (Campbell et al. 2013) The in-depth literature review was conducted prior to the

analysis process to ensure that.

Codes are often made by engaging with the previous academic literature as well as with the
collected data (Locke et al. 2022). The codes utilized in this research, derived from the
previous literature as well as the research objective, can be found from coding scheme table
included in Appendix 4. The table includes the codes, related key words to define the data
grouped under a specific code and finally an example from the data. First codes were related
to the SMI’s perceived role and status in the research context. The rest of the codes relate to
stakeholder groups, which are utilized to analyse various aspects from different stakeholders

individually, including for instance their expectations and impact towards SMIs and their
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participation to political discussions. These codes are directly derived as well as named after
theoretical framework found from Figure 1 — audience, brands and influencer marketing
agencies, other influencers, media, social media platforms, governmental and societal
institutions, and society. The last code is named as other stakeholders, to leave room for
analysing any stakeholder related data which cannot be put under any specific code in terms

of existing literature.

In addition to the coding scheme table, there is an additional layer of analysis when it comes
to the stakeholder groups. There were three questions, numbers 16-18 included in the
interview structure regarding stakeholder salience factors: power, urgency and legitimacy
which can be found in detail from Appendix 2. These three questions were used as a tool to
measure which stakeholders SMIs see as the most salient in the context of participating in
political discussion. According to Mitchell et al. (1997), when no attributes are present, the
entity is question is not considered as a stakeholder. When there is one attribute, the salience
is low and when two attributes the salience is moderate. When all of them are present, the
salience can be considered hight. The findings from these questions were summarized
separately from the coding scheme table to find an answer on how salient these stakeholders

were considered.
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6. Findings

This chapter includes all the findings from the collected data analysed utilizing thematic
analysis. At first, all the stakeholders discussed during the interview are presented and their
salience to the SMI is analysed. This chapter includes the general overview of the possible
expectations they have experienced from their stakeholders regarding sharing content about
political topics. Then, the impact of stakeholders on SMI’s participation regarding political
discussion will be presented, focusing on each stakeholder group more in detail. Lastly,

SMTI’s role in political discussions is presented.

6.1. SMI’s stakeholders, their salience and perception of their expectations

SMIs were at first asked about whether they could identify what are their own stakeholders
as SMIs in general. Stakeholder group, which was mentioned the most, by the majority of
the participants was brands and influencer marketing agencies. The second and third most
popular answers were audience and other influencers. The fourth most popular stakeholder
group among the interviewees was their family, friends and the close relationships and
communities they have in their life. This was a new finding, and it was not included in the
original theoretical framework. Little under half of the interviewees mentioned it during the
interviews, which makes their close circle somewhat significant stakeholder group for SMls.
Other stakeholders, which were mentioned few times during interviews were social media
platforms, governmental and societal institutions, media, as well as society. Full time
occupation for a part time SMIs was also seen as a stakeholder, which was a new addition,

although not a common answer. These answers can be found summarized in Table 1.
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Table 1. SMI’s stakeholders in general context and the number of mentions for each

Full time occupation [l 1
Close circle NN
Society NN 3
Media N 2
Governmental and societal institutions I 1
Other influencers NN 10
Brands and agencies NG 14

Social media platforms N 2
Audience I 12

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16

After identifying SMI’s own stakeholders, the stakeholders according to the theoretical
framework were presented and their salience for SMIs was discussed in the context of
participating in political discussion. There were three questions included in the interview
structure indicating which stakeholders SMIs find to hold power, urgency and legitimacy.
According to the collected data from these questions, the number of stakeholders’ salience
factors for each stakeholder were summarized as a table found in Appendix 5. It shows how
many of these three factors SMIs consider their stakeholders to have and therefore indicate
how salient their stakeholders are to them. All the stakeholders mentioned in at least three
interviews during these questions were included in the table. To add to the salience factors,
there was also a question indicating which stakeholders SMIs perceive as the most important
ones for them, in the context of fulfilling their expectations, which are marked as bolded in

the table.

The only stakeholder group that was considered to have all the salience factors according to
SMIs was the audience. However, over half of the interviewees did not see any of their
stakeholders as legitimate to expect them to participate in political discussions, which made
the number of fully salient stakeholders low. In addition, almost all the interviewees
considered the audience as one of their most important stakeholder groups, which is seen
from the bolded numbers, when it comes to fulfilling their expectations. Other influencers

and media received the same number of answers with two salience factors present. However,



52

other influencers were seen to have at least one salience factor and were mentioned as an
important stakeholder more often compared to media. One notable finding was that although
brands and influencer marketing agencies were the most mentioned stakeholder group in
general, they did not get that much attention when discussing the perceived salience of the
stakeholders in the context of SMI participating in political discussion. However, when
asked directly, the second most important stakeholder when it comes to fulfilling their
expectations when participating in political discussion was brands and agencies, right after
the audience. That was contradictory to the results, when discussing this stakeholder in terms

of stakeholder salience factors.

When it comes to summary of expectations coming from the stakeholders, the majority of
the interviewees who had faced expectations from their stakeholders, stated them coming
from mainly their audience, other influencer and their close circle. The consensus between
multiple SMIs was that too much is expected from them. Some of the interviewees stated
that they have faced barely any expectations from their stakeholders. They were feeling that
the topics they decide to participate in must come from their own willingness to participate
and it is highlighted as crucial factor for their job to remain meaningful and content to remain
authentic. Some of these people not facing that many expectations discussed that they mainly
set their own expectations for themselves to take a stand on certain topics but could not

indicate that the expectations would have been built by any of their stakeholder.

“The things you decide to do are started to be expected from you. If I decide
to take a stand on difficult subjects, it is expected from me in the future as
well.” — Interviewee 2

The expectations SMIs face on political discussions they participate in varied widely
between interviewees. Some of the interviewees said they do not notice any expectations
from certain stakeholders, which could be the most salient stakeholders for others. In
addition, some of the SMIs felt that they made the decision to participate in political
discussions on their own without anyone affecting them, but on the other hand some SMIs
perceived their stakeholders to have major impact on how they decide to get involved in

political discussions. There are wide variety of responses between “everyone affects
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everything” and “nobody can affect at all”. The next chapter will help to understand the

situation for each stakeholder in more detail.

6.2. Stakeholders’ impact on SMI’s participation in political discussion

Due to the different stakeholders being salient for each SMI, their impact on SMI’s
participation on political discussion varied throughout the data. Therefore, in this chapter
each stakeholder is presented individually and SMI’s perception of their expectations and

impact in the context of SMI’s participation in political discussion is presented.

6.2.1. Audience

Audience was seen as the most salient stakeholder for the majority of the interviewees, and
the most common reason for that was that SMIs consider their audience’s reaction to have
an impact on how SMIs want to participate in political discussions. The reaction was seen
to be both positive and negative ranging from encouragement to cyberbullying. When
considering the positive reaction, SMIs had received support from their audience on
commenting on certain political topics and wide reach for their content. SMIls had
experienced multiple discussions with their audience on topics they have shared which have
felt meaningful as well as showed different viewpoint of the same topics in a constructive
manner. It had empowered them to keep sharing similar topics on social media. In addition,
SMIs considered their own follower base consisting of people, who share similar values and
encourage them on what they do. The negative feedback often originated from other social

media users who see SMI’s post.

When asked about whether SMI’s had faced issues regarding fulfilling their stakeholders’
expectations, one of the most common answers in addition to not facing issues at all was that
these issues rise from the SMI’s own audience. Most of the interviewees who faced these
issues had experienced their audience contacting them via private messages to ask to
comment on a certain political topic. The audience was considered to express the most
urgency towards SMIs when it comes to participating in political discussion. It had caused

pressure for many interviewees to fulfil these expectations, although they feel that they might
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not want to touch on the topic or not knowing enough of it. It was a shared opinion that
sometimes the audience expects more than SMI is ready to do, which makes the balancing
between fulfilling the audience’s needs and staying true to their own personal brand difficult
to execute. However, doing social media in a way that feels right for the SMI was stated
multiple times to be the key to success, which indicates that although the expectations may

feel difficult, the key idea is to remain true to their personal brand.

“I am not concerned that I lose followers, maybe it could even be a good
thing. It is more because I know how easily politics can cause fights and
therefore, I decide to stay neutral.” — Interviewee 5

The most common reason for the SMIs to opt out from commenting on political topics was
the fear of audience’s negative reaction and possible backlash. Although some of the
interviewees mentioned their own resources being limited and therefore, they were not
always commenting on topic they would like to, but it ultimately resulted from the fact-
checking being time-consuming as well as participation being experienced as mentally
draining and the possible backlash hard to deal with. The fear of audience’s reaction had
also caused SMIs to consider which topic they want to comment and how often they are
ready to participate in political discussions. The tone of the shared message was said to be
changed because of the audience, since it was mentioned that some of the topics and opinions
would like to be voiced without a filter, which is felt as needed to soften the message and
decrease the possibility for backlash. It can also be seen when choosing certain words and

phrases in a way that it is inclusive for as many people as possible.

“As much as I would have wanted to participate in political discussion, 1
decide to stay silent since I have no energy to cope with the hassle it brings.
It drains your energy, and you get nothing out of it.” — Interviewee 10

6.2.2. Brands and agencies

Although brands and agencies were not considered that salient from the point of view of

SMIs, the commercial opportunities are still seen to affect how SMIs participate in political
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discussions. It was stated that voicing opinions on certain political topics might prevent SM1s
to be offered collaborations by agencies, since often companies do not want to get associated
with political messages. In addition, since most of the companies want to remain politically
neutral, it was stated to affect which topics SMIs want to touch on their organic content
during ongoing collaborations. That could make SMIs hesitant on what they want to share
online if they want to maximize the possibilities for future collaborations. If SMIs did not
experience this phenomenon themselves, they had seen other colleagues who comment on
political topics not getting as many commercial opportunities compared to more politically

neutral SMIs.

However, it was discussed that sometimes it can be impossible for SMIs to fully stick with
their values in collaborations, since the competition in the field is high and the collaborations
help SMI to earn their income through social media. Situations were described where SMI
could have to make a collaboration with a company that they do not share the values with
completely, to ensure they can continue their career as SMI. However, it is associated with
risks including for instance negative backlash. Therefore, it was highlighted that it is crucial

to compare opportunities and choose wisely which collaborations do more good than harm.

On the other hand, many of the interviewees pondered that certain brands or agencies
excluding them from collaborations might even be a positive outcome. If SMI stood for a
cause that is important to them, and certain companies did not want to collaborate because
of that, it was seen that the company might not be the perfect match for SMI’s own personal
brand. For some, it had offered new job opportunities. increased number of followers and
more visibility for their content on social media. Some of the interviewees felt that
participating in political discussions had not affected their job opportunities or commercial
operations in any way or those entities could not shape their organic content outside of

collaborations.

1 do not want to silence my voice and the fact that I defend others so I can
benefit from it. I want to follow my own path.” — Interviewee 14

It was discussed that SMIs usually trust the brands and agencies in collaboration situations

and when they often get a brief including all the necessary information, it is not usually
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questioned. If there is a mistake and not all the information is shared transparently, it can

lead to reputational challenges for all the parties, including SMI, brand and agency.

6.2.3. Other influencers

According to questions related to stakeholder salience factor power, other influencers were
mentioned to have power to influence SMIs on participating in political discussions. Other
influencers were seen to affect the participation to the political discussions in a way that
SMIs can get inspired from other influencers they follow or work with on what topics could
be wise to touch on their own account. The impact of the community on a societal cause was
seen strong when it comes to SMIs discussing with each other on political topics they find

relevant.

Sometimes the inspiration may turn into pressure to fit in and commenting on the subject
that is widely shared among SMIs operating within the same niche to remain relevant in the
community. If the topic is talked about a lot in a short period, within the other influencers
and colleagues, the topic starts to feel more important and something that should be

commented for SMI not to be the only one not commenting on the issue.

On the other hand, sometimes other influencers were also seen as a threat to end up as the
centre of attention and negative comments if SMI participates with an opinion that
everybody does not agree with. That can lead to the topic reaching more audience who might
take the side of these other active influencers and start attacking SMI. There were multiple

cases where SMIs were bullied because of other influencers.

“The fact that you do not want to get in the centre of a scandal. Typically
scandals arise when an active group of SMIs somehow takes you as a target
for negative attention.” — Interviewee 16

Some interviewees mentioned politicians operating in social media as part of other
influencers whom they receive inspiration from when deciding to participate in political

discussions. In addition, they learn new information about political topics and current news.
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They were also perceived as experienced writers and speakers, whose content is reposted

often.

6.2.4. Media

Current news and articles written in the media were seen as both inspiration for the content
SMIs create about topical political subjects which are talked throughout the media, which
made the subject feel important. Some of the interviewees felt that it could be easy to share
political topics for their audience through sharing articles made by news channels rather than
creating their own content about it. The nature of media being so fast phased made this
stakeholder to be perceived as urgent for some SMIs. It was discussed by some SMIs that if

something is talked about in media now, in few weeks it is irrelevant.

“If someone says that it would not have an impact, that would be little
strange. It might be true, but the fact that which media channels you decide
to follow has a major impact on you.” — Interviewee 3

In addition, it can be seen as a tool to get the message shared to even wider audience. Certain
topics discussed on social media by SMIs can get media coverage, since they get so much
attention on social media. That was also considered as a negative effect, whether the message
is focused on the negative backlash rather than the original important cause and if the news

article spreads to people outside of SMI’s target audience.

6.2.5. Social media platforms

Social media platforms and their algorithms are seen to affect what kind of political
discussion SMIs want to participate in. There were observations that certain political topics
have not gotten the expected number of views, since some of the platforms had blocked
topics related to certain political viewpoint or societal causes. The fact that the post get seen
is seen as an important factor for SMIs to remain as relevant in the eyes of their audience as

well as current as future collaborations. Therefore, some SMIs have decided to opt out from
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commenting topics, that most likely will not get the reach they can expect. Algorithms are
seen to have an effect what SMIs decide to share online, although multiple interviewees
talked about the fact that it is extremely difficult to know how the algorithm will operate in

differing situations, and it is seen quite unpredictable.

The ownership of social media platforms and the changes happening within those were
thought a little by SMIs, but it did not have that much of an effect to what they decided to
share online. It was stated that sharing content on multiple platforms would be wise to
prevent risks associated with commercial opportunities and ensure compensation from
creating content on social media. In addition to financial risks being divided to multiple
platforms, it was stated that the platform can as well have an ability to remove your
advertising rights if certain rules are violated, which can cause its own financial risk when it

comes to choosing which topics to post.

“At the end of the day, it is my occupation, and I cannot do anything about it.
I cannot just take everything and move it to another platform. I just have to
live with it and readjust.” — Interviewee 7

6.2.6. Governmental and societal institutions

Current politics and changing regulations are something which were perceived to affect
which political topics are talked by SMIs. In addition to politics dividing opinion, it was
considered complex with various viewpoints and fast-phased, which made it difficult to take

a stand on a certain topic and required a lot of background research.

It was seen as beneficial for SMIs to collaborate with entities including for instance non-
profit organizations and advertising a societal cause, since the position SMI holds can be
utilized to gain for instance wide visibility and donations towards topics that are considered
important. These collaborations were usually conducted pro bono, meaning for the public
good with reduced or no compensation. It was stated to be important to ensure that SMI and
the entity in question share similar values — the content SMI shares outside of the
collaboration should not contradict with the values of the company. It could cause the

collaboration to look fake and the motives questionable, with the focus on compensation or
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making themselves look better in the eyes of the audience rather than sharing information

for a good cause.

However, some interviewees felt that it is not SMIs duty to take stand on political topics but
on the other hand some of them felt like SMIs could do it even more. The topic of the
collaboration was also something that was discussed to matter whether the post is considered
acceptable or not. The topic should be based on facts that are checked to be correct, not only
by the one initiating the collaboration but also SMI. It should be avoided to base the posts

barely on SMI’s own opinions.

6.2.7. Society

Society was less talked about during the interviews. However, couple of interviewees
described themselves as having a strong sense of justice, which effects on which subjects
they want to discuss on social media and how much they participate in political discussions.
It was also mentioned as important to operate within the regulations and not to show or do

questionable action for their audience.

In addition, it was mentioned that the need for certain topic to be spoken about is evaluated
from the related communities and the society. If it is felt that a topic related to a certain
community or part of the society is not talked about enough, it might get discussed by SMI.
It was also mentioned that some topics related to the society were not discussed since it is
perceived as pointless or too difficult to talk about conflicts which are too complex and not

able to be changed by the SMI. These included for instance wars and political situations.

6.2.8. Other stakeholders

A new stakeholder group which was found from the interviews was the SMI’s close circle
including for instance partner, friends and family. They could affect which political topics
are discussed either by SMI getting inspired of the topics talked about in the close circle or
getting pressured not to comment on certain topics which would not be seen in a positive

light by their close ones. In addition, it was mentioned that people in own close circle and
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the ones SMI values and respects have a greater impact on SMI’s actions compared to people

they do not have any relationship with.

In addition, full time occupation was mentioned a couple of times during the interviews,
which was seen to affect what topics are seen appropriate to share on social media as part

time SMIs.

6.3. SMI’s perceived role in the political discussion

The atmosphere on social media was seen to be divided in two, where the potential positive
impact of sharing political topics on social media faces the negative backlash, fighting,
polarized opinions and conflicts. Therefore, SMI’s role was seen in both positive and
negative light. When analysing the data collected from the interviews, it was quickly noticed
that the SMI’s role in political discussion was not straightforward but rather quite
complicated, depending on the SMI who the topic is discussed with. Several interviewees
stated that some of the questions were difficult to answer, since the topic was not something

they ponder regularly.

When asked about how capable SMIs perceive themselves as participating in political
discussion through social media, it was a reoccurring theme that the abilities to participate
in political discussion were considered high. Sharing a political topic on social media usually
required the interviewee to know the topic in a certain level either by researching information
before or via personal experience to feel comfortable with sharing correct information for
their audience. The topics SMIs shared were usually important to them on a personal level
and the topics are chosen wisely. The political topics SMIs mentioned varied highly, most
popular ones being human rights and equality. Some of the interviewees talked more about
world politics and conflicts around the world, where others focused more on sustainable
consumption, environment, racism and mental health. Interviewees discussed about creating
their own posts about these topics but also sharing other’s posts and commenting on posts

found from social media.
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“The topics which I do not have the skills to talk about, I share someone
else’s post about it. I feel like sharing information about political topics is
easy for me and something I almost require from myself to do, since I have
the platform and opportunity to do it.” — Interviewee 7

In addition to the ability to participate in political discussion, there were interviewees who
had a positive view of their own abilities to influence people regarding political topics. If
not anything concrete would change, it could be something from small steps to the right
direction all the way to the major impact on the norms and general opinions. It was described
as a snowball-effect. They had received positive comments both in person and online of
talking about a certain topic as well as received new followers. It was seen to bring good
conversation around the topic and a possibility to reach wide audiences, even the national
news media. However, the mainly positive feedback from their audience was not only seen
as a positive impact, since it evoked thoughts on whether the algorithms of the platform bring
the content to people who already agree with the idea and societal cause. It was seen that the
real change would happen when the people disagreeing or questioning their opinion on the
topic saw the content which could indicate more varied response, but the greater chance to

get people to think.

“SMIs have a major role in social norms and how our society is built. When
these people in higher roles take a stand on political topics, it can open the
eyes of the audience and get people thinking in a way that they could not
otherwise be able to.” — Interviewee 15

The most popular reason for the interviewees to join these political discussions was to utilize
their platform and follower base for something good. It was highlighted multiple times that
if they have a way to reach wide audiences through their platform, they felt that their position
should be used for something good in the society and making a change. In addition, multiple
interviewees found it important to participate to increase the knowledge and giving visibility
to topics they value personally. For the most, commenting on political topics felt natural and
self-motivated. However, the expectations from their audience as well as the feeling of
responsibility and pressure to participate in political discussion was something that came up
a few times, when talking about SMIs’ motives. One of the ways these expectations show is

that SMIs audience sends them messages where they wish them to participate on a certain
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topic. There was an atmosphere that SMIs are expected to join these conversations, but it is
also coming from SMI’s own values, experiences and willingness to make a change.
Educational background was something that was seen as influential on how some of

interviewees participate in political discussion as SMIs.

“It feels like doing something valuable or important and that the own
participation matters. However, SMIs should not have to participate, in my
opinion.” — Interviewee 13

In addition to the SMIs’ own motives, the interviewees were asked to describe any differing
motives for SMIs’ participating in political discussions they have seen or heard from other
SMIs. Many of the participants mentioned that they would like to believe that other SMIs
had similar motives as themselves, but it was recognized that differing motives exist. The
most popularly mentioned motive with more negative tone was that by participating in
political discussion on social media, SMIs could make themselves look better, gain more
visibility to their platform in general and earn more money. This was mentioned to be done
for instance with provocative comments that gain interactions and by taking part in

discussions that are trending at that moment.

Although SMIs were seen to have an ability to participate in political discussion on social
media and somewhat making a change in the society, there were multiple interviewees
talking about the negative side of participating in political discussion as SMI. Even if they
had knowledge, they felt like their participation would not make the impact they would want
to see. It was perceived that it is easier for people to react with a negative tone and anger to
the topics they disagree with, without the abilities to build a constructive argumentative
conversation. Many of the interviewees saw participating in political discussions mentally
draining and as a reason why many of them consider strictly what topics they decide to share,
since the nature of the political topic affects whether they see that as something to divide
people or something that is neutral enough to have a positive impact. The aftermath including
a possible backlash was something wanted to be avoided, since the resources to handle it
were considered limited. Own boundaries considering which topics to discuss were
considered crucial for mental health and sometimes it was seen easier to stay silent regarding

political topics.
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“As much as I would have wanted to participate in political discussion, 1
decide to stay silent since I have no energy to cope with the hassle it brings.
It drains your energy, and you get nothing out of it.” — Interviewee 10

One unique point that was mentioned during the interviews was that SMIs not only
participate in political discussions by directly stating information about the topic but also
with their actions they show on social media. It makes the opportunity to influence SMIs
audience even greater, when in addition to the conversations, the related actions are
considered as well. It is stated that certain opinions can be seen in the content even when the

post is done as neutral as possible.

Every interviewee considered them at least somewhat responsible for their content and
actions online to their stakeholders. Majority of them see themselves as responsible for their
audience as well as for the brands they collaborate with and the agencies facilitating these
collaborations. The responsibility was often described as hard to handle and constantly
increasing. SMIs felt responsible for providing for instance fact-checked information, but
media literacy was discussed to be something that everyone should have whether they are

SMIs or social media users.

“We do not have any education for how to do fact-checking. It would be very
good if this kind of education could be provided to SMIs if more and more
are expected from us.” — Interviewee 17

SMTI’s status does not seem to be clear for either the SMIs or the audience, considering the
different viewpoints of the expectations SMIs face from their stakeholders as well as the
responsibilities to fulfil these expectations. For instance, some of the interviewees did not
feel comfortable with the term influencer and in general preferred the term content creator.
They found the term influencer to be too strong, powerful and too difficult term to see as
something to describe themselves with. However, the same people still described SMIs to
have certain influencing abilities by participating in political discussions. In addition to the
term influencer, SMI’s hold position as commercial entities, most of the times working as
entrepreneurs and individuals with a strong personal brand. In addition, some interviewees

perceived it difficult to differentiate between their commercial SMI status and individual
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social media user status. This can be resulted from the fact that so many of the interviewees

were part time SMIs, with full time occupations in other industries.

“Some of the SMIs may operate under a limited company, but I do not see
them as companies. It might be because they used their own faces and

12

names.” — Interviewee 3

It was stated that SMIs can sometimes be referred to as celebrities, who should face the
challenges of being exposed online and deal with them without any boundaries. It was stated
it should be understood better that behind the influencer status there is just an individual,
who is not able to fulfil all the expectations coming from their stakeholders, because of the
limited resources and mental capacity. For instance, it was highlighted during the interview
that if one is SMI, everything in their lives is not seen on social media and sometimes the
work for a societal cause is done without their stakeholders knowing, as an individual, not
as SMI. It felt unfair and harsh for many that SMIs should cope with all the hate they receive
on the Internet. When it comes to the context of political discussions, it was stated that SM1s
were expected to take a stand on every topic there is and voice their opinions about all the
current issues. However, it was also said that since SMI’s are not automatically defined as
individuals who must participate in political discussions, they cannot be expected to do so.
It was stated that it feels that sometimes SMIs were mistaken as politicians with the power

over political decision making.

“Why me? I am doing so much, and I am expected to do more and more,
when others do not have to do anything. They can just point at me.” —
Interviewee 8

Better understanding of how the individual person and personal brand differ from each other
and what are the responsibilities for each party were hoped to be discovered to make clearer
definition for their role, which could maybe lead to changes in expectations and
responsibilities. The contradiction was discussed between how much is expected from SMIs’
but how their role is also downplayed in many situations. Whether the role would be clearer,
audience and SMI could take influencing more seriously and it could be increasingly utilized

in political context.
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7. Discussion and conclusions

The aim of this thesis was to discover how political discussions SMIs participate are shaped
by their own stakeholders. This research aimed to find out SMI’s perception of their role in
political discussions as well as the network of stakeholders around SMI, how salient they
are as well as how they are perceived to affect SMI’s participation in political discussions.
The purpose was to provide both theoretical contributions by utilizing well established
stakeholder theory to a much newer phenomenon of SMIs operating as entrepreneurs besides
more traditional corporations. In addition, the purpose was to provide practical implications
for SMIs, their audience, brands and agencies as well as ultimately the society at large to get

better understanding on the phenomenon of SMI’s participating in political discussions.

In this last chapter, the findings of the empirical research are discussed in relation to the
existing academic literature. The answers to the main research question: How do SMIs
perceive their role in the political discussion? as well as the sub-questions: What are SMI’s
stakeholder groups and how their salience is perceived by SMI regarding political
discussions? and How SMI’s stakeholders influence SMI’s participation in political
discussion? are presented. In addition, the stakeholder network visualized in the theoretical
framework in Figure 1 is updated according to the research findings and to answer the first
sub-question. After that, the conclusions are made and both theoretical and practical
contributions are presented. Lastly, there is a brief overview of the reliability, validity and

limitations of the thesis as well as future research recommendations.

7.1. Discussion

Empirical findings from this research were able to show the complexity and uncertainty of
the research topic. Quite many interviewees expressed the topic being quite difficult and
required a lot of reflection, but on the other hand there were a lot of similarities in the
findings with the existing literature, when it comes to SMI’s perceived role in the political
participation. This chapter aims to further elaborate these findings utilizing the previous

literature as a guide and answering all the research questions of this thesis. In the beginning,
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the first sub-question is answered. After that, the answer to the second sub-question is
presented. Lastly, the main research question is answered based on the answers from the two

sub-questions and the related data from the interviews.

7.1.1. SMTI’s stakeholders and their salience

The first sub-question regarding SMI’s stakeholders and their perceived saliences was able
to be answered. One of the aims of this research was to build a stakeholder map to especially
indicate the relationships SMI has with their stakeholders in the context of participating in
political topics and how salient these stakeholders are to SMI. Therefore, Figure 2 was made,
which is an updated version of the theoretical framework, which considers the political
context, stakeholders’ saliences according to SMIs and all the possible changes that came to
the number and importance of the stakeholder during the findings of this research. This
chapter aims to discuss the new stakeholder map and justify all the changes made from the

empirical data as well as previous research.

SECONDARY STAKEHOLDER

Brands

PRIMARY STAKEHOLDER

and
Governmental _ acencies
and societal Audience 8 Social
institutions Society media
platforms

Other influencers

Close circle

Figure 2. Stakeholder map in the political context
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Theoretical framework of this research combined all the most common stakeholders for
SMIs according to previous academic literature, and they were all mentioned at least in some
way during the interviews. However, during this research, a new stakeholder group was
mentioned during almost half of the interviews. That stakeholder group later named as close
circle included all the close relationships SMIs have in their lives, including a partner, family
members, friends and other important communities. Since Freeman (2010, 26) defined
organization’s stakeholders broadly, as entities which affect or are affected by the
organization’s purpose, close circle could technically be considered as a stakeholder for an
individual entrepreneur operating as SMI. Close circle mainly came up when talking about
stakeholders in general, not in the context of stakeholder salience, and therefore it is placed
as a secondary stakeholder due to the stakeholder map being in the political context (Figure
2). Since stakeholder theory is utilized previously mainly on more traditional organizations,
for instance in a corporate setting (Clarkson 1995), it could be questioned whether a close
circle could be considered as a stakeholder group for a company or is it more of a stakeholder

for an individual, whether they would operate commercially or not.

In addition to SMIs individual and ordinary origin due to SMIs often beginning as regular
consumers and then gaining more popularity and followers due to content creation (Lou &
Yuan 2019; Grguri¢ Cop et al. 2024) SMIs operate commercially under a personal brand
while having companies as their customers in influencer marketing (Dhanesh & Duthler
2019) and therefore they could be considered as organizations. Due the findings of this thesis
being that SMIs perceive themselves more as individuals and often the conflicts of
expectations and responsibilities they face from their status being unclear to themselves and
for their audience, it can be possible that stakeholder theory can be somewhat difficult to
utilize in influencer marketing. It can possibly be due to the broad definition of a stakeholder
mentioned earlier or broad definition of the stakeholder theory, since it highlights the
differing expectations of the stakeholders and the responsibility for all the actions towards
stakeholders (Freeman 2010, 9-28). Therefore, SMIs could technically be studied from the
point of view of stakeholder theory but it is possible to question whether a theory related to
SMI’s social network as an individual could better to explain the expectations and
responsibilities SMIs face in their operations and exclude the commercial viewpoint when it

comes to the context of political topics.
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When SMIs were asked individual questions related to all the salience factors, the only
stakeholder that was considered to possess all the stakeholder salience factors, power,
legitimacy as well as urgency was their audience. According to Mitchell et al. (1997), when
SMI perceives their stakeholder to have all the three attributes, the stakeholder salience can
be considered high. This means that the organization finds these stakeholders expectations
as the most important to fulfil. The similar finding was also seen when asked directly from
SMIs about who they perceive as their most important stakeholder in terms of whose
expectations they would see the most important to fulfil in the context of participation in
political discussions. The most common response was their audience, which reinforces that
these stakeholder salience factors could be used as an indicator to find out which
stakeholders are seen the most salient for SMI in the context of political participation. That
was also stated in previous literature, where the relationship between SMI and follower was
seen as the key factor in influencer marketing (Farivar et al. 2021; Campbell & Farrell 2020)
and even considered as the social capital SMI holds (Leung et al. 2022). This makes the

audience stay as a primary stakeholder in the political context as well (Figure 2).

Mitchell et al. (1997) stated that the stakeholder salience depends highly on the situation
since the factors are socially constructed and can change over time. That was seen in the
stakeholder group brands and agencies. When asked about SMIs’ stakeholders in general,
without a strict context, brands and agencies were the most common answer as stakeholders.
However, when the context was set to SM1I’s participation in political discussions, the brands
and agencies were not seen as that salient anymore. On the other hand, brands and agencies
were discussed to affect SMIs participation in political discussions, even though they were
not mentioned during specific stakeholder salience related questions. That contradiction
could be due to the context, but also the fact that how the questions were set. According to
previous literature SMIs often aim to operate in a way they see beneficial for ensuring the
commercial opportunities from companies to earn compensation and even their whole
income (Borchers 2023). This was highlighted in multiple interviews when talking about
participating in political discussions with a specific tone or deciding not to participate at all,

which could still indicate higher salience for brands and agencies in the eyes of SMIs.

However, some SMIs stated that they do not change their participation to political topics due
to commercial opportunities since they want to remain authentic which is also highlighted

important for SMIs in the previous literature (Duffek et al. 2025). Although the salience of
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brands and agencies did not come up during the specific questions related to the salience
factors, if all the stakeholders were analysed in a deeper matter, their salient could possibly
change from the findings of this interview. Because of the complex nature of the brands and
agencies salience in the political context, it is places in between primary and secondary

stakeholders (Figure 2).

According to Jurgens et al. (2016) organizations were previously more likely to address their
primary stakeholders’ expectations compared to secondary stakeholders, which is now
changing due to internet and social media giving a platform for secondary stakeholders to
voice opinions easier. The findings of this research show that if some topic is widely talked
among the other influencers around SMI, the topic may start to feel more important to talk
about. That finding goes in line with the previous literature stating that SMIs often evaluate
other influencers’ posts on certain metrics whether they are worth to share, one being the
number of shares it has already gotten, or the perception of sharing the post being for the
common good (Sinha 2024). In this research it was seen that other influencers, previously
placed as secondary stakeholders had major impact for many on how the decide to participate
on political discussions. It received the second greatest number of answers highlighting two
stakeholder salience factors, together with media. It refers to moderate level of stakeholder
salience (Mitchell et al. 1997). Therefore, other influencer’s position as a secondary
stakeholder could be assessed due to their influence and ability to directly reach SMI with
their expectations due to their common operating platform on social media. In conclusion, it
could be suggested that this stakeholder group could be moved from secondary stakeholders

to primary stakeholders. (Figure 2)

When it comes to the stakeholders in the context of participating in the political discussion,
media was also considered an important stakeholder for many, by receiving the same amount
of answers with two stakeholder salience factors present than other influencers, making
media having moderate levels of stakeholder salience (Mitchell et al. 1997). Media was seen
as an inspiration for political topics being talked on social media as well as a tool for getting
more visibility to the political topic, whether it receives media coverage. That goes hand in
hand with the research made by Sormanen et al. (2022) which states that Finnish youth tend
to read news from social media shared by their network. That can be partially possible due
to SMI being considered as opinion leaders (Cheng et al. 2024) and when they share political

topics in a more understandable way, it can lead to heightened political efficacy among
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young people (Harff & Schmuck 2023). Therefore, the relationship with the media can be
considered somewhat connected with the relationship between SMI and their audience.
While media in traditional stakeholder literature is often considered as a secondary
stakeholder for organizations (Freeman et al. 2007, 50-52), in this context, it could be
updated to the primary stakeholder category due to it being perceived moderately salient

when it comes to SMI’s participation in political topics (Figure 2).

The social media platforms role as a stakeholder was discussed by SMIs but not considered
too important. There were mentions about for instance platforms blocking certain topics and
not giving them visibility due to algorithms. However, it was seen something that cannot be
influenced, and the algorithms were seen out of control of SMIs. Existing literature about
the social media platforms highlights their importance to the SMI and their operations in
influencer marketing and relationship building with their audience in general (Libai et al
2025). Although there were SMIs highlighting the power of social media, there were not
enough answers to consider the stakeholder as significant. It somewhat contradicts with the
existing literature but due to the differing findings, it is placed under secondary stakeholder

category in Figure 2.

When it comes to governmental and societal institutions, non-profit organizations were
mentioned multiple times during the interviews. They were not seen too salient when it
comes to political context, but SMIs were seen as a great tool to get visibility to political
topics. It was highlighted that sharing similar values with the promoted entity was important
to remain authentic and avoid the motives seeming questionable. This was similar in
previous literature which highlighted the crucial aspect of choosing a right SMI for the
campaign with a societal institution to align with the societal cause (Lou et al. 2024)
However, in the political context they are placed under secondary stakeholders (Figure 2),
due to them being only one part of how SMIs can participate in political discussion, since it
can happen also in a much smaller context. According to previous literature, sharing other
people’s posts of political topics on Instagram is much more common compared to creating

an own post about the same political topic. (Gonzales et al. 2024).

There were some contradictories in the previous literature regarding society as a stakeholder.
Grguri¢ Cop et al. (2024) saw society as an important stakeholder for SMI and the role SMI
sees in relation to the society affects their perceived role in various moral dilemmas rising

in influencer marketing. However, Clarkson (1995) states that social issues should be kept



71

apart from stakeholder issues since they organizations cannot be held accountable for solving
all of them. The findings of this research first seemed like the society as a stakeholder was
not talked directly as much, but with deeper analysis, the society as a stakeholder could be
seen for every interviewee, since at least in some way they had decided to comment certain
political topics. Whether the participation resulted from someone’s expectation or from own
willingness, everyone considered themselves somewhat responsible for the society to talk
about these topics and utilize their wide audience for doing good. Therefore, the society’s

position from secondary stakeholder could be moved to the primary stakeholder in Figure 2.

7.1.2. Stakeholders’ impact on SMI’s participation in political discussion

The second sub-question from this research regarding the stakeholders’ impact on SMI’s
participation in political discussion was also able to be answered. There were certain
differences in how SMIs saw their stakeholders’ impact when it comes to SMIs’ participation
in political discussions. Their impact was seen in both positive and negative light. In
addition, there were differences on how much SMIs perceive their stakeholders to have an
impact on their political participation and how much the motive to participate comes from
SMI themselves. Some SMIs consider their stakeholders to affect a lot in different ways
whereas some considered that their stakeholders have only a small impact on how SMIs
decide to participate in political discussions. That could be explained by stakeholder salience
factors and how salient these stakeholders are to SMI, since the more salient the stakeholder
is seen, the more often its expectations are fulfilled (Mitchell et al. 1997). The more
expectations are filled, the greater the impact could be seen when it comes SMIs taking part

in political discussions.

The positive impact SMIs perceived included for instance positive feedback by their
audience and wide reach on the social media platforms. This made SMIs to consider
continuing to share similar political topics in the future. This reinforcement could be seen to
result from SMI fulfilling the expectations of its stakeholders by participating in certain
political discussion to prevent conflicts, which is typical behaviour in organizations
according to stakeholder theory (Freeman et al. 2007, 50) When it comes to the audience
giving positive feedback and interacting with the political content allowing it to spread even

wider, according to previous literature it is seen as a sign of SMI’s credibility (Reinikainen
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et al. 2020). According to social capital theory, the one having a network full of relationships
holds a valuable resource which can be evaluated with engagement (Leung et al. 2022; Kay
et al. 2023). Therefore, it could be stated that stakeholders giving positive response can
ultimately strengthen the social capital and increase the credibility of SMI. In addition, some
SMIs perceived they had received related job opportunities to social cause they have
promoted. That goes in line with the previous research stating that utilizing political SMIs
in influencer marketing can have certain benefits for companies related to for example

maintaining the perception of corporate sustainability (Rield et al. 2021).

The negative impact SMIs perceived from their stakeholders included for instance the
negative feedback and possible backlash from their audience and other influencers as well
as risks associated with loosing opportunities for commercial collaborations with companies.
The cyberbullying coming from other influencers was also mentioned during interviews.
These were considered to lead to SMIs restricting which political topics are being discussed
and how they are shared, including of how directly SMIs want to state their opinion out loud
and wording it a certain way for it to be accepted by their audience and not cause any
disruptions. Grguri¢ Cop et al. (2024) state that the expectations coming from the society
can clash with the expectations from stakeholders operating with SMI. According to
stakeholder theory this could indicate that the organization would have benefit their one
stakeholder, for instance the society by talking about a certain political topic SMI values but
then doing it at the expense of their other stakeholders including for instance their
disagreeing audience or companies wanting to stay politically neutral (Freeman 2010-9-.28).
In addition, social media platforms were seen to restrict which topic can be talked about
without losing visibility, which was indicated in previous research highlighting invisible

values and biases hidden in platforms (Woolley 2022).

The findings of this research show that it was common for SMIs to feel pressured by their
audience to comment on a specific political topic, which is usually communicated via direct
messages or comments. However, the risk of a backlash and aggressive commenting
prevented multiple SMIs from participating in political discussions according to this research
as well as for instance the previous research by Suuronen et al. (2022). The reaction from
their audience was feared and the high expectations coming from their audience and its
reasonings were not that understood among SMIs. It was also stated multiple times in the

findings that SMIs do not consider themselves having the resources or the capacity to handle
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with the aftermath or participating in political discussions. Their fear of the backlash
possibly originates from the social capital theory explaining the importance of their audience
to the SMI (Leung et al. 2022; Kay et al. 2024) as well as companies enabling SMIs to earn
their living and therefore the commercial opportunities are wanted to be protected (Borchers
2023). Despite the previous literature highlighting the increasing number of companies
utilizing influencers to promote for sustainability to reach conscious consumers, it was
perceived that most companies want to remain neutral when it comes to political topics or
topics related to the society (Riedl et al. 2021). By staying silent in political topics, they
benefit the greatest number of stakeholders with the expense of only themselves wanting to
touch on the topic as well as the society for which the topic would ultimately be talked about,

which goes in line with the previous literature (Freeman 2010, 9-28; Grguri¢ Cop et al. 2024)

This could be based on the fact SMI’s perceived role can change based on the situation
(Grguri¢ Cop et al. 2024) which can cause issues among audience to know what they could
expect from SMIs as well as SMIs finding it difficult to know what their responsibilities are.
According to Valenzuela-Garcia et al. (2023) it is seen more socially acceptable to
collectively harass SMIs on the internet compared to individuals without SMI status, and it
is yet to discover how this affects the overall tolerance to violence in social media. This can

be partially explaining why SMIs often fell victims to online harassment.

7.1.3. SMI’s perceived role in political discussion

Finally, this research was able to answer to the main research question regarding SMIs
perceived role in political discussions. The findings from this research regarding SMI’s
perception of their role in political discussion goes in line with the previous literature. For
instance, Grguri¢ Cop et al. (2024) highlighted the moral dilemmas SMI’s were experiencing
through role theory, and they found out that balancing between SMI’s, follower’s and the
society’s expectations is perceived difficult by SMIs. This was a common statement made
during the interviews for this study. It was a reoccurring theme that SMIs considered
themselves as individual persons rather than having a specific status on social media, which
made them struggle with the expectations they face and the responsibilities they experience.
Some SMIs found it difficult to call themselves as influencers, although one of the

characteristics for SMIs in the literature is that they are considered as opinion leaders, with



74

an ability to change how their audience think about the surrounding world (Cheng et al.

2024).

That could be explained with previous literature by Grguri¢ Cop et al. (2024), which states
that these moral dilemmas which were experienced are tried to be solved in numerous ways
benefitting all the parties, depending on which role SMI finds the most important in the
current setting. This could go hand in hand with the stakeholder theory (Freeman 1984)
explaining the expectations and responsibilities of the organization caused by its
stakeholders. For instance, some SMIs did not feel they should consider themselves
responsible on commenting political topics, since they could have a negative effect on their
business. Other SMIs may find their role in the society more important than the commercial
opportunities they are able to get. (Grgurié¢ Cop et al. 2024) This can indicate why there were
multiple differences between SMIs answers as well as discussion on every expectation and
responsibility depending on the varying situations. In addition, Arnesson (2023) states that
SMIs often act as ideological intermediaries to their audience either consciously or
unconsciously. This can be also explaining why interviewees found it sometimes difficult to

express what 1s their role and position in the political discussion they participate in.

Finnish people trusting in democracy and government but not in their own abilities to
participate and make an impact, also called a Finnish paradox (OECD 2021) was a
phenomenon that could in some way be seen among Finnish SMIs. It was a shared vision
that people were well educated about information related to the society and various current
political topics. However, the SMI’s major role in the political discussion and the abilities
to influence their audience were perceived, but there was also a shared fear to utilize their
full potential. There were people who wanted to remain as neutral as possible, since the
outcome of participating in would not be seen as favourable, which could indicate lower
political efficacy (Niemi et al. 1991). On the other hand, there were people who believed
they should use their position for good regardless of the possible negative outcome, which
could indicate higher political efficacy (Niemi et al. 1991). There was still a repeated vision
in every interview that there are certain risks associated when SMI takes part in political
discussion. Although SMIs are seen to increase the political efficacy of especially youth
(Harff & Schmuck 2023), SMI’s perception of their own influencing ability in a political

setting may however not always be that high.
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Every SMI perceived that they are at least somewhat responsible to their stakeholders on the
actions they do and content they create on social media. Even if there was a consensus on
risks associated with participating in political discussions on social media, it was seen for
some SMIs as a responsibility to do due to their platform and possibility for a wide reach.
SMIs also felt responsible of sharing correct information related to the political topics and
enough knowledge was seen as a premise for participating in the first place. The
responsibility was described as major and constantly increasing, and it was often described
as hard to handle but mandatory to consider. That was experienced together with growing
expectations from their stakeholders. Although SMI’s would not always trust that their own
behaviour would have an impact on political topics or create a positive outcome, they
acknowledged the fact that in general, SMIs can have a major impact on sharing political
information on social media as also stated by Harf & Schmuck (2023), Poyry & Reinikainen
(2024) and Graham et al. (2015) highlighting important position in the previous literature
regarding SMIs participating in political discussions and its positive effects to the youth’s

political efficacy.

When it comes to the sub-questions, they helped to understand the role of SMI in political
discussions through stakeholder theory. The theory aims to highlight the fact that the
organization’s focus should be on maximizing the value to all of its stakeholders in a way
that is perceived the best as possible and not happening at expense of any stakeholder group
(Freeman 2010, 9-28). The similar phenomenon could be seen when studying SMIs
expressing their perception of the expectations they face from their stakeholders to
participate in political discussions and the responsibility they feel to fulfil these expectations.
However, SMIs’ perception of their role in the context was not seen as straightforward and
highly depending on the situation. There were some SMIs perceiving their role being more
established and leaning to commercial side, which made them experience more impact from
their stakeholders. According to previous research by Hudders & Lou (2023) and seen in
this study, there are certain stakeholders that show their expectations to SMI with an ability
to influence SMIs’ operations. On the other hand, some SMIs experienced their role more as
individuals and not labelled as being SMI, which could be seen in a more self-motivated
approach to participating in political discussion without seeing a major impact from their
stakeholders. However, Therefore, it could be stated that even though SMIs operate

commercially, they cannot be looked barely with commercially focused theories.
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This research gives new information about the complexity of the role SMI has especially
when it comes to participating in political discussions. Since SMIs often share both
commercial content as well as content from their private lives and values to remain authentic
(Reinikainen et al. 2020), it can make it difficult for audience to differentiate between these
two roles. Through both roles, the opinion leadership status remains, leading to SMI being
able to change the opinions of people (Cheng et al. 2024) which can be seen in a political
context as increasing the political efficacy among youth (Harff & Schmuck 2023) or in a
commercial context by providing a major organic reach to an organization they promote
(Campbell & Farell 2020). The dual role and it showing as difficult to perceive by their
audience can lead to the excessive expectations from them when it comes to SMIs’
participation in political discussions. Whether SMI’s role is perceived differently by SMI
compared to the perception of the audience, it can lead to conflicts and misunderstandings
since the perceived expectations and responsibilities for the SMI differ. These conflict and
certain expectations made towards SMI can shake SMI’s own perception of their own role
in political discussions, which can influence the possibility to utilize the influencing power
of SMIs in political influencing and gaining visibility to societal issues. It can lead to SMIs
avoiding the conflicts related to political participation by avoid to share a societal cause,

where they could have a major impact in.

7.2. Conclusions

The aim of this research was to explore SMI’s perception of their role in the context of
participating in political discussions utilizing stakeholder theory and stakeholder salience
factors. The aim was to find out which entities SMIs consider as their stakeholders and how
salient they are perceived when it comes to fulfilling stakeholders’ expectations when
voicing their opinion on certain political issues. Lastly, the stakeholder’s impact on SMI’s

participation on political topics were also studied.

Previous research around the topic was quite recent, and it highlighted the importance of
studying the relationship SMI has with the society and the related dilemmas SMI faces
(Grguri¢ Cop et al. 2024) as well as the mutual relationship between SMI and their audience
in shaping SMI’s communication (Libai et al. 2025). There were no extensive research

identifying SMI’s stakeholders according to SMI’s themselves and the stakeholder theory
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was not used in this setting. Therefore, there was a research gap, that this study aimed to
fulfil by highlighting the influencing power of external entities and questioning the one-
sided focus of parasocial relationships (Reinikainen et al. 2020) where SMI is the only one
influencing to building new knowledge on who influences SMI. The main findings of this

research can be found from Figure 3.

Sub-RQ2: stakeholders'
impact on SMI's

Sub-RQ1: SMI's
stakeholders and their
saliences

RQ1: SMI's role in the
participation in political

political discussion

discussion

» differences in the * audience perceived the * the perception of the
perceived role most salient amount of impact
depending on situation « the relationship with differs

* commercial vs. brands and agencies * positive impact:
individual status are seen complex « positive feedback

* high expectations * new stakeholder group « wide reach
from their audience close circle T e ——.

* perception of the * the salience of other post more
influencing ability and influencers and media « negative impact:
experienced highlighted in the « backlash from
responsibility to political context audience and other
participate but fear of il
possible backlash intiuencers

 fewer collaborations

« fear to participate or
easier tone

Figure 3. The summary of the empirical findings

This research aimed to discover SMI’s stakeholder network in the context of participating in
political discussion utilizing stakeholder theory. The stakeholder groups and their salience
measured by stakeholder salience factors including power, urgency and legitimacy, which
were identified were mostly in line with the previous research. However, one of the new
contributions was that SMI’s close circle was defined as a stakeholder by SMIs, which is not
usually considered as a stakeholder of an organization when it comes to stakeholder theory.
This finding in addition to the perception of complexity in their status as influencers,
preferring to be considered more as individuals made the suitability of stakeholder theory in
the context of SMIs questioned. Since the SMIs role was perceived to differ according to the

situation and depending on which stakeholder was seen the most salient, there could be an
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issue to see SMI through a lens of a stakeholder theory used mostly in commercial settings.
Although it was able to set the scene for the stakeholder map formed around SMI, due to
SMIs both commercial and individual nature, there could be more suitable theories for
indicating the network around SMI focusing more on the personal side rather than the

commercial operations.

This research aimed to conclude the impact that SMI’s face from their stakeholders when it
comes to their participation in political discussions. The size of the impact was seen to vary
a lot, and it was also perceived to have both positive and negative tone. Positive impact was
seen as reinforcement to create content on similar topics in the future. This was perceived
due to positive feedback from their audience and from the companies with similar values
wanting to collaborate. This strengthened the political efficacy of SMIs. However, there was
negative impact as well, which was perceived from the negative backlash from their
audience and cyberbullying from other influencers. In addition, participating in political
discussions was seen to be a risk for commercial collaborations. This could lead to SMIs not
wanting to participate at all or making their tone more neutral to avoid conflicts, which could

have a decreasing effect on the political efficacy.

When considering SMI’s stakeholder network, stakeholders’ saliences as well as their
impact on SMI, SMI’s role was perceived to change according to various situations with
different stakeholders. The role was seen to be complex which were highly affected by the
expectations coming from stakeholders, mainly their audience. The major role of SMIs in
the political setting was perceived, but there were uncertainties whether they could make a
positive impact in the society or rather cause unnecessary conflict and divided atmosphere
in social media by participating in political discussions, which could indicate lower political

efficacy.

In conclusion, this research was able to discover deeper knowledge about SMI’s role in the
political discussions and how these discussions are shaped by SMI’s stakeholders. It was
seen that the role SMI perceives to have often differed with the role that they are perceived
to have by others, which can lead to differing expectations and responsibilities causing
conflicts. SMI’s role is complex and affected by multiple background variables, which their
audience and possible collaboration partner may not always see. These factors, stakeholders
behind SMI and their impact on SMI’s operations are important to understand to enable

utilizing SMI’s influencing possibilities to fight for societal causes.
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7.3. Theoretical contributions

This research was able to make theoretical contributions to the previous research made of
SMI’s role in political discussions and their stakeholders’ impact. Previous literature had
focused on researching SMI’s stakeholders from the point of view of various theoretical
frameworks including for instance role theory (Grgurié Cop et al. 2024) and assemblage
theory (Duffek et al. 2025) but there were no existing research focusing on SMIs from the
point of view of stakeholder theory. Therefore, this research aimed to utilize well-established
stakeholder theory (Freeman 1984) to a modern entrepreneurial context in influencer

marketing.

However, it was seen that due to the complexity of SMI’s role in political context, the
commercially oriented stakeholder theory would possibly not fully cater for individual role
SMI perceives of themselves. Stakeholder theory was justified technically possible to be
utilized in influencer marketing due to the opinion leadership status and social capital in a
commercial setting (Casal6 et al. 2020; Leung et al. 2022), and it evoked comprehensive
discussion among SMI participating in this research. However, there was a finding made
that theories focusing on SMI as an individual rather than commercial entity could be utilized
as well, to make the perception of SMI’s stakeholders and their impact even wider than with
only stakeholder theory. On the other hand, stakeholder salience factors, power, urgency and
legitimacy (Mitchell et al. 1997) were seen to indicate the salience of each stakeholder well

in the context of SMIs.

There were some studies concerning Finnish SMIs participation in political topics (Suuronen
et al. 2022) as well as SMI’s role in relation to their audience, companies and the society
(Grguri¢ Cop et al. 2024). However, this research was able to increase the knowledge on the
underlying factors that impact the SMI’s perception role and their participation in political
discussions especially among Finnish SMIs. The influencing abilities of SMIs were studied
before in the political context (Karlsen 2015; Ding et al. 2023). However, this research
increased the knowledge of how SMI is being influenced in those situations. It is crucial to
understand which factors affect how SMI creates content on social media to understand how

their role including a major impact on societal topic is constructed.

In conclusion, this research was able to theoretically contribute to the previous literature by

creating a comprehensive map of stakeholders around SMI in the political context, which
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was not yet seen. In addition, this research discovered additional knowledge on the SMI’s

changing role in political situations and how stakeholders play a role in that.

7.4. Practical contributions

This research provided several practical contributions to the field of influencer marketing.
At first, this research and its findings will give SMIs better understanding of how the content
they share might be shaped along the way by their own stakeholders. It is important for SMIs
to be aware of their major influencing abilities and power they hold when it comes to both
commercial and political purposes. To acknowledge their own impact, as well as their
stakeholders’ impact, their operations as SMIs have a possibility to become more strategic

to deal with the possible negative outcomes.

This research will also give new perspective to social media users on the criticality of having
media literacy and how the political information shared by highly influential SMIs may not
always be subjective and it can change according to which stakeholder SMI feels important
to cater at that time. SMI’s audience may also find it difficult to understand the status and
role SMI possess when it comes to sharing political information, which can lead to clashes
in the expectations and responsibilities SMIs face. Therefore, knowing that SMIs may also
not be aware of the expectations related to a certain situation, can possibly make their
audience understand the situation more and feel them more as peers rather than opinion

leaders, which could lead to decrease in negative energy in social media.

Commercial entities collaborating with SMIs in terms of influencer marketing may also find
this research useful to better understand which aspects affect the content created by SML
There could also be a possibility that by this research, the participation to political discussion
would not be first seen as a threat but also as a possibility. As well as for a commercial cause,
there could be a possibility to continue utilizing SMIs more on societal cause, similarly than
in previous years. There could be major potential on informing people on various society
related issues and even increase the political efficacy of Finnish people, which could be

crucial for the democracy in Finland.
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7.5. Reliability and validity

Reliability and validity are common criteria used for evaluating the quality of the research.
Reliability refers to the research’s ability to be repeated by future studies and giving similar
results compared to the research in question. On the other hand, validity refers to how well
the outcome and conclusions of the research describe the phenomenon. (Eriksson &
Kovalainen 2008, 291-292) This chapter aims to present the reliability and validity of this

research including the related limitations.

This research could be seen as reliable, since it was structured and documented transparently,
which ensures that the similar research setting could be easily utilized in the future.
However, since its key focus was on the SMI’s own perception, there is a possibility that by
choosing different interviewees for the data collection, the results could differ from the
results of this research. While the sample size was adequate for the resources in this setting,
it is still quite small. There could be a case that by choosing different sample, the results

could be different since there was no consensus on some of the responses.

When it comes to validity of the research, this research could be seen as having a strong
validity. In addition to the new findings from this research, there were topics discussed which
were well in line with the previous literature. In addition, the feedback from the interview
situation was positive and this topic was stated to be important to study and SMIs were
wishing more information to solve the issues they have been facing when operating as SMIs
and participating in political discussions. However, it can be possible that some responses
and their meaning may have not been understood correctly or for some SMIs the questions
could have been difficult, which can make the findings not as precise and accurate as
possible. In addition, the fast-phased development of social media as well as influencer
marketing may make this research describe the phenomenon accurately now, but not in the
near-future. This study was made in the context of Finnish SMIs and due to cultural

differences, the findings could validly be connected with the Finnish context only.
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7.6. Future research recommendations and limitations

This research was conducted from the point of view of SMIs. However, it could be an
interesting addition to study how SMI’s audience perceive the political messages they see
on social media are shaped according to SMI’s stakeholders, especially the audience
themselves. In this research, it was stated multiple times that SM1I’s audience is a stakeholder
that expects the most when it comes to participation in political discussions and the audience
should maintain a sufficient level of media literacy when facing political content on social
media. It would be critical to study that do the members of the audience realize how they

affect SMIs’ way of creating political content online.

In addition to the change in which entity in influencer marketing industry is focused on, there
could be additional research on a similar topic but approaching it with different theoretical
background. This research aimed to utilize stakeholder theory and stakeholder salience
factors to discover what are the entities operating around SMI and how they influence SMI’s
participation in political topics. Since multiple SMIs were finding it difficult to consider
themselves as either influencers or commercial entities, but rather ordinary individuals, there
could be a possibility to utilize more individual based theoretical background from for

instance social sciences or psychology.

Lastly, there could be further research regarding the solutions for the complexity of SMI’s
role and how it could be better understood by their stakeholders. If there were agreement on
what are the responsibilities of SMI and what could be expected from them, it could possibly
decrease the differing perceptions of the responsibilities and expectations among SMIs and

their audience.
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Appendix 1. Key literature

Author(s) & | Research focus Theory / Method Findings
year concept
Suuronen et | How common it Opinion Online It is common to
al. (2022) is for Finnish leadership, survey for address political
influencers to Formal and influencers | topics, however many
engage in political | lifestyle- influencers have also
topics? based avoided them
political
topics
Grguri¢ SMIs perception | Role theory, | Interviews | Conflicts between
Cop et al. of their Moral to SMls expectations lead to
(2024) role and moral dilemmas moral dilemmas: e.g.
dilemmas in the when sharing opinions
relationships with on socially relevant
brands, followers, 1ssues.
and
society
Harff & How SMI’s Two-step Two-wave | If SMIs simplifies
Schmuck political message | flow of panel study | their political
(2023) impact political communicati message, young
involvement on, people following them
among youth? Opinion are likely to
leadership experience increased
political self-
competence leading to
increased political
involvement
Riedl et al. | Defining the term | Analysed Utilizing Political influencers =
(2023) political through eight “content creators that
influencer politics, contribution | endorse social or
platforms and | s from the political cause through
influence field media that they
produce or share on a
social media
platform”
Riedl etal. | How SMIs get Opinion Qualitative | Trend towards
(2021) involved in leadership observation | creating meaningful
politics and al approach: | content, Positive:
simplify the example political influencers
message in from may contribute to
addition to Instagram education and political
making information of youth
commercial Negative: children
content? Positive have lower media
and negative literacy and therefore
might not notice a




effects of the

difference from

phenomenon commercial vs.
political content
Duftek et Influencer Assemblage | Interviews | perceptions of
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campaigns and political | 390 U.S. messages influences
persuasion university young audience’s
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Peter & The impact of political 12 The outcomes
Muth political information | qualitative | included various
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political action
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Reinikainen | affect of social from 501 to other voting
(2023) participation in media Finnish advocates. People
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Appendix 2. Overview of the sample

Pseudonym

Follower scale

Years of commercial
operations as SMI

Interviewee 1 micro-influencer 0,5
Interviewee 2 macro-influencer 3
Interviewee 3 micro-influencer 11
Interviewee 4 micro-influencer 1
Interviewee 5 micro-influencer 3
Interviewee 6 micro-influencer 8
Interviewee 7 micro-influencer 8
Interviewee 8 micro-influencer 10
Interviewee 9 nano-influencer 6
Interviewee 10 macro-influencer 5
Interviewee 11 micro-influencer 1,5
Interviewee 12 micro-influencer 2,5
Interviewee 13 micro-influencer 5
Interviewee 14 nano-influencer 6
Interviewee 15 micro-influencer 1,5
Interviewee 16 micro-influencer 14
Interviewee 17 micro-influencer 1




Appendix 3. Preliminary interview structure

Background information / Taustatietoa

1.

How would you describe yourself as a social media influencer? / Miten kuvailisit itseési

sosiaalisen median vaikuttajana?

How long have you posted commercial content on your social media channels? /

Kuinka kauan olet tehnyt kaupallisia sisiltdjd kanavillasi?

How do you perceive your abilities to participate in discussion related to societal and
political topics? Miten koet pystyvési osallistumaan yhteiskunnallisiin ja poliittisiin

aiheisiin liittyvaédn keskusteluun?

The role of SMI in political discussion / Sosiaalisen median vaikuttajan rooli

yhteiskunnallisessa keskustelussa

4.

What kind of political discussion have you participated in on social media? / Millaiseen

yhteiskunnalliseen keskusteluun olet osallistunut sosiaalisessa mediassa?

What do you think about combining commercial and political content on social media?
/ Mité ajatuksia sinulle herdé kaupallisen ja yhteiskunnallisen siséllon yhdistdmisesta

sosiaalisessa mediassa?

What do you perceive is the reason for other SMIs to particiapate in political discussion
on social media? / Mistd syistdi mielestdsi muut vaikuttajat osallistuvat

yhteiskunnalliseen keskusteluun sosiaalisessa mediassa?

Can you come up with an example, when you or other SMI has participated in political
discussion, which has raised wide discussion? / Tuleeko sinulle mieleen joku
esimerkki, kun sind tai muu vaikuttaja on osallistunut yhteiskunnalliseen keskusteluun,

joka on herédttanyt laajasti keskustelua?

Do you perceive that bringing up political or societal topics could have affected your
job as SMI? / Koetko yhteiskunnallisten tai poliittisten aiheiden esiin ottamisen

vaikuttaneen omaan tyohdosi vaikuttajana?



SMI’s responsibility and stakeholders’ expectations / Vaikuttajan vastuu ja sidosryhmien

odotukset

Stakeholders are parties, who can direcly or indirectly affect SMI’s operations or experience

direct or indirect effects from SMIs operations. / Sidosryhmaélld tarkoitetaan niitd tahoja,

jotka pystyvit suoraan tai epidsuorasti vaikuttamaan sosiaalisen median vaikuttajan

toimintaan tai kokevat suoraan tai epdsuorasti itse vaikutuksia sosiaalisen median

vaikuttajan toiminnasta.

9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

Which entities you perceive as your stakeholders? / Mitkd kaikki tahot koet

sidosryhmiksesi?

Do you perceive that your account for your stakeholders? / Koetko olevasi vastuussa

omille sidosryhmillesi?

Who you perceive as responsible for making sure the information SMIs share about
political topics in correct? / Kenen vastuulla on mielestési pitdd huolta siitd, etti

sosiaalisen median vaikuttajien jakama tieto yhteiskunnallisista aiheista on oikeaa?

What kind of expectations you experience from your stakeholders regarding taking part
in political discussion? / Millaisia odotuksia koet omilta sidosryhmiltdsi liittyen

yhteiskunnalliseen keskusteluun osallistumiseen?

Have you experience any issues regarding your stakeholder’s expectation and fulfilling
them regarding political topics? / Oletko kokenut mitddn ongelmatilanteita
sidosryhmiesi odotusten tai nithin vastaamisen kanssa liittyen yhteiskunnalliseen

aiheisiin?

Stakeholder’s impact on SMI’s participation in political discussion / Sidosryhmien vaikutus

sosiaalisen median vaikuttajan yhteiskunnalliseen keskusteluun osallistumiseen

14. Have you ever decided not to participate in political discussion on social media even if

you would have originally wanted to participate? / Oletko jattinyt osallistumatta

yhteiskunnalliseen keskusteluun sosiaalisessa mediassa, vaikka olisit halunnut?



15.

16.

17.

18.

Do you perceive that some of your stakeholders have impacted which political topics
you discuss and how you discuss them? / Koetko, ettd jokin sidosryhmistdsi on
vaikuttanut sithen, mitd yhteiskunnallisia aiheita nostat esille tai milld tavoin nostat

niita aiheita esille?

Which stakeholder do you perceive to have an ability to influece whether you
participate in political discussion and how you participate? / Milld sidosryhmilld koet
olevan kykyéd vaikuttaa siihen, osallistutko yhteiskunnalliseen keskusteluun tai milla

tavoin osallistut sithen?

Which stakeholder puts the most amount of time pressure for you to participate in
political discussion? / Mikd sidosryhmistdsi asettaa yhteiskunnalliseen keskusteluun

osallistumiseen eniten aikapainetta?

Which stakeholder is the most societally approved to demand you to participate in
political discussion? / Miltd sidosryhmiltd on mielestdsi yhteiskunnallisesti

hyviksyttyd vaatia sinua ottamaan kantaa yhteiskunnallisiin asioihin?

Final thoughts / Lopuksi

19.

20.

21.

Which stakeholder’s expectations you perceive to be most important to fulfill, when it
comes to participating in political discussion? / Osaisitko sanoa minkd sidosryhmien
odotuksien mukailu on sinulle tdrkeintd, mitd tulee yhteiskunnalliseen keskusteluun

osallistumiseen sosiaalisessa mediassa?

Do you feel that these expectations of your behavior by your stakeholders are random
or somehow coordinated? / Tuntuuko, ettd ndmid sidosryhmien odotukset omasta
toiminnastasi yhteiskunnalliseen keskusteluun osallistumiseen liittyen ovat satunnaisia

vai jollain tapaa koordinoituja?

Do you have something to add regarding this topic, which has not yet come up during
this interview? / Tuleeko sinulle mieleen vield jotain lisdttdvad aiheeseen liittyen, joka

el viela tullut esiin haastattelun aikana?

Thank you for the interview! / Kiitos haastattelusta!



Appendix 4. Coding scheme table

Code

Key words and themes

Example from the data

SMI’s perception of their

role in political discussion

Political topics, motives,
knowledge, values, wide
reach, feedback, change,
disagreement, backlash,

boundaries

“I feel like if I participated
more, it would have a
major impact.”

- Interviewee 9

SMTI’s perception of their

Influencer, celebrity,

“Those are two different

SMI’s content,
encouragement, direct
messages, comments,
negative reaction, time-
consuming, tone, wording,

message

status commercial entity, worlds, the world in real
expectations vs. life and the world in social
responsibilities, politicians, media. 1 find them so
individual separate, but I forget that
others do not.”
- Interviewee 4
Audience Followers and others who see | “Followers are able to give

perspective for my views
and enrich my thought
process in a way that I has
made me feel that I want to

share it to my audience.” -

Interviewee 12

Brands and influencer

marketing agencies

Collaborations, politically
neutral, values, brand match,
compensation, company,

marketing, brand, agency

“I think that many SMls
opts out from voicing their
opinion, because they fear
for losing their job” -

Interviewee 14

Other influencers

Colleagues, specific SM1s,
content creator, inspiration,
pressure, community, fitting

in, attacking, bullying

“Other influencers as well,
since if they participate a
lot, it can easily lead to

SMIs thinking that hey [




should participate as well.”

- Interviewee 10

Media

News, sharing, fast-phased

“Media often takes topics
for their news from social
media, so it is important to
consider what you post

there” - Interviewee 6

Social media platforms

Algorithms, blocking, views,

unpredictability

“Of course, social media
has a major impact related
to algorithms.” -

Interviewee 1

Governmental and

societal institutions

Politics, societal cause, non-
profit organizations,
compensation, values,

motives

“Some people say they are
not interested in politics,
and they do not understand
it. It is always everywhere.”

- Interviewee 14

Society Includes all the topics related | “And somewhat the society,
to society at large and its maybe because I personally
communities, cultures, norms | have strong sense of
and regulations. Jjustice.” - Interviewee 13

Other stakeholders Includes all the other “My full-time occupation.

stakeholders, which could not
be placed under any other

stakeholder category.

Especially after having
started the job, I have seen
influencing in a different

light.” - Interviewee 8




Appendix 5. Summary of the number of perceived stakeholder salience factors by

stakeholder group
Interviewee | Audience Social Brands Other Governmental | Media | Society | Close
media and influencers | and societal circle
platforms | agencies institutions
m 173 23 173 03 0/3 03 | 073
2 1/3 1/3 0/3 0/3 0/3 1/3 0/3 0/3
3 1/3 1/3 0/3 2/3 1/3 1/3 1/3 1/3
4 1/3 0/3 0/3 1/3 0/3 2/3 1/3 0/3
5 2/3 0/3 0/3 0/3 1/3 1/3 0/3 0/3
6 1/3 0/3 1/3 1/3 0/3 1/3 0/3 0/3
7 2/3 0/3 2/3 2/3 0/3 0/3 0/3 0/3
8 1/3 1/3 2/3 1/3 2/3 0/3 0/3
9 0/3 0/3 1/3 0/3 1/3 1/3 0/3
10 0/3 0/3 1/3 1/3 0/3 2/3 0/3 0/3
11 1/3 2/3 1/3 1/3 1/3 2/3 2/3 0/3
12 1/3 0/3 0/3 0/3 0/3 1/3 1/3 0/3
13 1/3 0/3 0/3 0/3 1/3 0/3 1/3 0/3
14 0/3 0/3 0/3 1/3 1/3 0/3 0/3 1/3
15 2/3 0/3 0/3 1/3 2/3 1/3 0/3 1/3
16 1/3 0/3 0/3 2/3 0/3 0/3 0/3 0/3
17 2/3 1/3 1/3 1/3 0/3 0/3 0/3 0/3




